American University in Cairo

AUC Knowledge Fountain
Theses and Dissertations

Student Research

Summer 6-9-2021

Women’s Employment and Entrepreneurship Programs Offered by
NGOs in Egypt
Amany Ali Abdeen Ms.
The American University in Cairo AUC, amanyabdeen@aucegypt.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds
Part of the Public Administration Commons

Recommended Citation

APA Citation
Abdeen, A. A. (2021).Women’s Employment and Entrepreneurship Programs Offered by NGOs in Egypt
[Master's Thesis, the American University in Cairo]. AUC Knowledge Fountain.
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1517

MLA Citation
Abdeen, Amany Ali Ms.. Women’s Employment and Entrepreneurship Programs Offered by NGOs in Egypt.
2021. American University in Cairo, Master's Thesis. AUC Knowledge Fountain.
https://fount.aucegypt.edu/etds/1517

This Master's Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Research at AUC Knowledge
Fountain. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of AUC
Knowledge Fountain. For more information, please contact thesisadmin@aucegypt.edu.

The American University in Cairo
School of Global Affairs and Public Policy

WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP
PROGRAMS OFFERED BY NGOS IN EGYPT

A Thesis Submitted to the
Department of Public Policy and Administration

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Public Administration
By

Amany Ali Abdeen

Fall 2020

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to express my gratitude and appreciation to everyone who has been
a part of this journey. The American University in Cairo for granting me the opportunity
to pursue my Master of Public Administration. All my professors who taught me things
that I never knew. My thesis supervisor, Dr. Ghada Barsoum, who guided me all the
way even before writing the thesis, when I took with her the Gender in Public Affairs
course. Dr. Rana Hendy and Dr. Charles Kaye-Essien for their acceptance to be on the
reading committee.

I would love to thank my family and my in laws for always motivating me. I am
indebted to my parents for all the values they taught me, the resilience and hard work
that pushed me to exert all the effort that I can.

I am very thankful for my husband for always believing in me. You always have
my back. Thank you my daughter and son, Fatemah and Ibrahim for always being there
for me. I hope I make you proud.

I would like to extend my prayers to my beautiful grandmother, Fatma Selim
(Madam Abdeen) who is a true inspiration to me as the first woman entrepreneur I knew
in my life. Until we meet again.

I would also like to thank all the interviewees who participated in this study as
without them I would have never been able to collect the data I needed for my research
questions.

I would really like to thank my true friend Salma El Ghetany who has always
encouraged me that this is achievable even with being a working mother of two
children. I would also like to thank my friend Nada Kassem for her support and for
always offering help.

ii

Table of Contents
Introduction ................................................................................................................................1
A. Statement of the Problem ................................................................................................1
B. Rationale for Conducting this Thesis ..............................................................................3
C. Research Objectives ........................................................................................................5
D. Research Questions .........................................................................................................5
E. Structure of the Thesis ....................................................................................................6
I. Context ....................................................................................................................................7
A. Women economic empowerment policy in Egypt’s 2030 Vision...................................7
B. Government’s initiatives towards women economic empowerment in Egypt ................9
II. Literature Review ................................................................................................................14
A. Conceptualizing Women Economic Empowerment, Entrepreneurship and Financial
Inclusion .......………………………………………………………………………………14
1.
Women’s Economic Empowerment .......................................................................14
2.
Entrepreneurship.....................................................................................................15
3.
Financial Inclusion .................................................................................................16
B. Women in the labor market ...........................................................................................18
1.
Challenges women face when they join the labor force .........................................18
2.
How to prepare women to participate in the labor market ....................................21
3.
Significance of women’s employment and entrepreneurship.................................23
C. Women’s economic empowerment services offered by NGOs ....................................24
D. The success factors for programs offered by NGOs .....................................................28
III. Conceptual Framework ......................................................................................................32
A. Theoretical Concepts.....................................................................................................32
1.
NGOs Employment and Entrepreneurship Programs .............................................34
2.
The Strategic Resources .........................................................................................35
3.
The Business Environment .....................................................................................36
B. Applying the Conceptual Framework on Women’s Employment & Entrepreneurship
Programs in Egypt …………………………………………………………………………38
IV. Research Methodology.......................................................................................................39
A. Qualitative Research Design .........................................................................................39
B. Overall Research Strategy .............................................................................................39
C. Sample Selection ...........................................................................................................40
D. Data Analysis ................................................................................................................43
E. Ethical Considerations ..................................................................................................44
F. Study Limitations ..........................................................................................................44
V. Data Analysis and Findings .................................................................................................45
A. The Access Domain ......................................................................................................45
1.
Access to Finance ...................................................................................................46
2.
Access to Skills ......................................................................................................49
3.
Access to Innovation Assets ...................................................................................55
B. The Opportunities Domain............................................................................................58
1.
Targeted Beneficiaries ............................................................................................58
2.
Applicants Screening and Pilot Testing..................................................................61
3.
Relations Management ...........................................................................................64
4.
Program’s Assessment............................................................................................65
C. The Awareness Domain ................................................................................................69
1.
The Institutional and Regulatory Framework .........................................................69
2.
The Market Conditions ...........................................................................................72
3.
The Infrastructure ...................................................................................................76
VI. Concluding Remarks and Recommendations.....................................................................79
A. Concluding Remarks .....................................................................................................79
B. Policy Recommendations..............................................................................................86
References ................................................................................................................................90
Annex .......................................................................................................................................94
iii

List of Acronyms
ABE
ADB
AFI
CAPMAS
CBE
CEO
CV
EBRD
EEP
EET
EFSA
FGD
GDP
GGI
GSMA
HDI
ICT
ILO
IRB
ISC
MDGs
MENA
MOSS
MOU
MSMEDA
NCW
NGO
OECD
OVOP
SDGs
SMEs
UN
UNDP
VSLA
WBDC
WWF

Agricultural Bank of Egypt
Asian Development Bank
Alliance for Financial Inclusion
Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics
Central Bank of Egypt
Chief Executive Officer
Curriculum Vitae
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development
Egypt Entrepreneurship Program
Entrepreneurship Education and Training
Egyptian Financial Supervisory Authority
Focus Groups Discussions
Gross Domestic Product
Gender Gap Index
Global System for Mobile Communications Association
Human Development Initiatives
Information and Communications Technology
International Labor Organization
Institutional Review Board
Investors Service Center
Millennium Development Goals
Middle East and North Africa
Ministry of Social Solidarity
Memorandum of Understanding
Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency
National Council for Women
Non-Governmental Organization
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
One Village One Product
Sustainable Development Goals
Small and Medium Enterprises
United Nations
United Nations Development Programme
Village Savings Loan Association
Women Business Development Center
Working Women’s Forum

iv

The American University in Cairo
School of Global Affairs and Public Policy
Department of Public Policy and Administration

WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP PROGRAMS OFFERED BY
NGOS IN EGYPT

Amany Ali Abdeen

Supervised by Professor Ghada Barsoum

ABSTRACT

Many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Egypt offer women employment and
entrepreneurship programs and services. These interventions are envisioned to play a
significant role in helping women become economically independent and overcome
some of the constraints they face. These revolve around women’s limited access to
strategic resources such as access to finance, skills and innovation assets. This study
highlights the kinds of interventions offered by NGOs to support women beneficiaries
by providing them with trainings, funding opportunities and couching services along
with exploring the challenges these NGOs address. Moreover, both NGOs and women
should be aware of the institutional laws and regulations in the business environment
to connect these women with the market and make use of information and
communications technology (ICT) and the facilities in the infrastructure. Qualitative
in-depth interviews with NGOs’ CEOs, managing directors, project managers and staff
members were used. The Covid-19 crisis occurred during the data collection which
intensified the challenges addressed. The analysis of the study follows the conceptual
framework of women empowerment and entrepreneurship including access,
opportunities and awareness domains along with the six pillars identified by OECD that
highly affect SMEs and entrepreneurs’ performance such as institutional and regulatory
framework, market conditions, infrastructure, finance, skills, and innovation assets. The
findings of this research show that there are various NGOs services offered for women
beneficiaries to help them participate in the labor market. However, these interventions
are not electronically recorded for regulatory authorities to track the available projects
or the women benefiting from them. The study recommends compiling all initiatives
in one database to effectively monitor the services offered to measure its impact on
women economic empowerment and to enable more collaboration opportunities
between different NGOs and the private and public sectors.
Keywords: Women Empowerment, Entrepreneurship, NGOs, Egypt.
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Introduction
This study seeks to explore the different programs offered by non-profit/ nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) for women’s employment or entrepreneurship as
well as the constraints these NGOs address when working with women beneficiaries.
NGOs are offering services to support women participate in the labor market by
enhancing their skills, funding their businesses, marketing their products, and
mentoring them if they needed counseling. This research explores the different factors
that can affect NGOs’ programs and women start-ups such as the rules and regulations
governing the business environment, the conditions available in the market and the
infrastructure strength. Understanding these factors can affect the effectiveness of the
services offered to support women start their businesses as well as help them overcome
some of the challenges they face. Data was collected during the Covid-19 crisis, which
intensified these challenges and made it more difficult to reach out for women
beneficiaries and provide NGOs’ services. Also, this study examines how NGOs
choose their beneficiaries, how they manage their relations to keep connected as well
as how they assess their projects and follow up with women beneficiaries. .It is
important to study these issues to help women become a valuable vehicle for economic
growth especially in Egypt.
Egyptian women should have agency over their lives by taking decisions within
their households and should be free to work and participate in the labor force to become
independent (ILO, 2016). Women must be seen as a resourceful breadwinner and
accordingly respected by the society (Hamid & Nisser, 2017). Hence, women's
economic empowerment is crucial for poverty eradication, unemployment reduction
and future economic growth (World Bank, 2018). The purpose of this thesis is to
document some of the NGOs’ interventions in Egypt tailored specifically for women to
tackle women’s participation in the labor market and the constraints NGOs address. If
these programs were designed effectively and implemented properly to help women
tackle the challenges they face, it will represent a key development factor for Egypt.

A. Statement of the Problem
NGOs address multiple constraints when offering women employment and
entrepreneurship services for women in Egypt. NGOs face a variety of challenges in
terms of beneficiaries targeting, service delivery constraints as well as evaluation

techniques. Reaching out for women throughout different governorates especially in
rural areas is very costly. Design and resources limitations are hindering NGOs from
providing their services to very poor uneducated women. Unfortunately, some women
are excluded from benefiting from these services either because they are poor or
residing in far places or illiterate (Samman et al., 2018). NGOs will need more resources
as these women are living in far locations with limited resources and weak delivery
systems (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). Aside from this, evaluating programs and
following up with women beneficiaries are very challenging. The lack of resources
whether funds or time to follow up with them creates an obstacle to assess the
effectiveness of NGOs’ programs. Measuring empowerment benefits after the program
ends is crucial to assess NGOs’ governance, implementation and management of these
programs to monitor and improve their impact (Barsoum, 2006). Moreover, it is very
hard to assess how the services offered by NGOs are actually empowering women
economically (Mayoux, 2000). The weak governance in some local NGOs, along with
the limited capacities or weak networks restrict NGOs in their ability to help women
entrepreneurs expand their small enterprises due to inadequate funds (World Bank,
2018). Since resources, delivery and evaluation obstacles are some of the challenges
currently facing NGOs, an in-depth assessment of these interventions is necessary to
understand how they deal with these challenges.
Furthermore, When Egyptian women want to become employed or
entrepreneurs, they face different obstacles. In terms of employment, women have
higher unemployment rates than men standing at 23.1 percent in 2016 which is double
men’s unemployment rates which is 8.9 percent (CAPMAS, 2018). Women are more
disadvantaged than men in Egypt’s labor market, they are paid at a lower rate and
mostly work in the informal sector (ILO, 2016). In terms of microfinance or access to
financial services, the average size of loans received by women is lower than those
received by men (World Bank, 2018). Moreover, in terms of skills development, the
trainings offered or the required knowledge needed to become employed or begin their
start-ups are very limited along with other cultural norms related to traditions like early
marriage, mobility restrictions or household responsibilities (NCW, 2017). Moreover,
half the number of the women working are working in the informal sector with very
little wages and not socially insured as they are not recognized by the system (Rizk &
Abou-Ali, 2015). Studies have showed that the majority of working youth are hired
2

verbally with no official contracts or access to any entitlements (Barsoum, 2014). Most
of the workers in the informal sector are illiterate, cannot access the formal sector and
not skilled with the required competencies to find an official job opportunity (Rizk &
Abou-Ali, 2015). Unfortunately, undocumented work relations tend to be weak as
women can drop out at any time as there is no motive to continue (Barsoum, 2018b).
This is why priority should be given to offering women access to employment
opportunities or financial services to start their businesses (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002).

B. Rationale for Conducting this Thesis
The purpose of this study is to review and write about the different programs offered
by NGOs that aim to empower women economically to give them the opportunity to
become employed or an entrepreneur. This study seeks to highlight the different
interventions offered by these NGOs whether training, micro financing, and marketing
or even selling women’s products along with discovering the constraints addressed by
these NGOs. Moreover, this study also sheds the light on the factors that may affect the
effectiveness of the programs offered whether the laws and regulations, market
conditions and infrastructure. Women’s economic empowerment is a key pillar in the
National Council for Women (NCW) women’s strategy for 2030 (The World Bank,
2018). Egypt is encouraging women’s economic empowerment through their financial
inclusion and encouraging their economic participation in the labor market by the help
of the public and private sectors along with NGOs. For this reason, it is crucial to
explore the interventions offered by NGOs in Egypt and analyze the factors in the
business environment that affect these programs.
This study will focus on the role played by NGOs in supporting women
participate in the labor market. This decision to highlight this focus is due to NGOs
significant contribution in finding ways to empower women economically through their
services. Women’s economic empowerment has become one of the priorities on
Egypt’s national agenda by addressing the common problems that face these women
and find solutions to them. Taking into consideration the sustainable development
goals, particularly SDG 5 that focuses on gender equality and empowering all females
("Goal 5 | Department of Economic and Social Affairs", 2020) and SDG 8 that promotes
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent
work for everyone ("Goal 8 | Department of Economic and Social Affairs", 2020).
3

Target 8.5 is focusing on achieving all this to both women and men to provide equal
opportunity for all. If women have all the mechanisms that enable them to work along
with their families’ support, they will seize the opportunity.
NGOs that have programs dedicated to women are crucial because they teach
women to become employed or entrepreneurs, especially those who focus on the
development of women’s skills and engage them in sustainable economic activities to
enable them have an added value to their families and communities. Within these
contexts, NGOs activities need to be analyzed to explore the different types of services
offered to women or if there are different factors that impact the effectiveness of these
programs. Therefore, if the challenges NGOs address were tackled, this may enhance
the interventions offered for women’s employment and entrepreneurship in Egypt and
will have a great impact on the society when women gain the skills needed to participate
in the labor market.
Women’s participation in the labor market, whether as an employee or an
entrepreneur, is a journey from poverty to prosperity, from dependence to equal
opportunity, it is a transformation to women’s economic status and is key indicator to
the development of any country (Kadu, Kotikhane and Nagawade, 2013). The
sustainability of any country’s economic growth depends on women inclusiveness and
women are still an untapped unutilized resource in Egypt’s economy to the extent that
if both female and male employment rates were matched, they would result in a 34
percent increase in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Aguirre et al., 2012). This study
is limited to non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Egypt. The duration for my
research was from February 2020 till November 2020. I included in my research, CEOs,
managing directors, project managers and staff members working in NGOs who are
responsible for women economic empowerment programs to study the different kinds
of services offered by these NGOs and understand how they implemented these
programs. I focused on the NGOs in Egypt that offer bundled services to empower
women economically by helping them become employed or start their businesses
through training, mentoring, micro financing and marketing.
In Summary, Egypt is selected in this study to examine its nonprofit
organizations’ practices as there is a need for understanding what kind of challenges
arise when NGOs offer different services for women in the context of developing
4

countries like Egypt. These development programs contribute to having more
empowered women by either increasing their chances in finding employment
opportunities or becoming entrepreneurs. In addition to this, the study aims to explore
the challenges addressed by NGOs to find ways to tackle these challenges to enhance
the quality of the services offered by NGOs. This would encourage women
entrepreneurship by making use of most of the human resources available in Egypt
especially females to eventually develop Egypt’s economy. NGOs play a very
important role in enabling women to learn skills and find employment opportunities. If
this was achieved, this can contribute to a sustained economic growth in the long run
and have a direct impact on the society as a whole.

C. Research Objectives
The purpose of this study is to contribute to the growing knowledge of NGOs’
interventions related to women’s employment and entrepreneurship in Egypt. This is
with the aim of identifying the different services offered along with the main pillars in
the business environment that affect the effectiveness of these programs. These services
help women become well equipped to participate in the labor market by having access
to funds, assets and innovation assets. This study aims to achieve its purpose through
exploring the challenges NGOs address to explain how NGOs are tackling them to
improve the quality of their services. This study will shed light on the importance of
women’s employment and entrepreneurship programs that have become a priority in
developing countries to help women participate in the labor market and overcome the
challenges they face. Based on the results of the analysis, possible recommendations
can be inferred to coordinate the efforts exerted to improve the programs’ effectiveness
and assess the impact of these interventions to minimize any waste of resources.

D. Research Questions
The main research question of the thesis is as follows: What are the main
services/interventions offered by NGOs in Egypt to encourage women employment and
entrepreneurship?
The study, and especially the data gathering process, will be guided by the following
sub research questions:
1.

What are the challenges NGOs address?
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How do NGOs target their beneficiaries, manage their relations or assess
their programs?
3. What are the factors in the business environment that affect NGOs
interventions?
2.

E. Structure of the Thesis
The thesis is divided into six chapters as follows:
Chapter I covers a brief background on women’s economic empowerment policy of
Egypt’s 2030 Vision along with various government’s initiatives in Egypt related to
women economic empowerment.
Chapter II covers a detailed review of the literature about women’s employment and
entrepreneurship as well as how to prepare women for that or support them in any of
the challenges they face while shedding the light on the significance of women
economic empowerment programs offered by NGOs.
Chapter III presents the conceptual framework that guides the understanding in the
study about NGOs’ women economic empowerment programs in Egypt.
Chapter IV defines the research methodology conducted in the research. The chapter
describes the research design, the overall research strategy, the sample selection and
data analysis technique. Ethical considerations are explained and finally limitations of
the study are discussed.
Chapter V presents findings of the analysis and gives a detailed analysis of primary
data collected and is presented in alignment with the review of secondary sources
from the literature.
Chapter VI concludes the main ideas that came across the study and offers some
recommendations based on the drawbacks demonstrated in the analysis.
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I.

Context

A. Women economic empowerment policy in Egypt’s 2030 Vision
The National Council for Women in Egypt developed the National Strategy for the
Empowerment of Egyptian Women 2030 in 2017 in a participatory manner with
different stakeholders from the government, civil society and the private sector. The
strategy followed the Egyptian Constitution 2014 in alignment with Egypt’s Vision
2030 along with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in
achieving gender equality (NCW, 2017). It is based on four pillars, political
empowerment, social empowerment, economic empowerment and women’s protection
to ensure that women can reach their full potential, participate in the labor market and
contribute to the nation’s development. The strategy called for establishing a “Women
Observatory” to observe the different indicators, evaluate the progress and assess what
was achieved from the strategy’s targets. The low percentages of women’s employment
and economic participation indicated by national surveys in the past couple of years
reveals how crucial it is to focus on women’s economic empowerment (NCW, 2017).
In 2016, in the World Economic Forum, Egypt ranked 132nd out of 144 countries
included in the Gender Gap Index (GGI) in terms of women economic participation
with a score of 44% (World Bank, 2018).
The Strategy focused on building women’s capacities, or becoming
entrepreneurs and providing them with equal employment opportunities. Although the
number of female students exceed those of male students, inequality still persists in
terms of the economic female participation in the labor force (NCW, 2017). According
to the Central Authority for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS), women are
responsible for child and elders’ care along with daily house chores, this is why it is
difficult to find a decent job or become promoted while balancing between work and
personal life (Ehlermann & Romano, 2019). The strategy stated that realizing Egypt’s
Vision 2030 depends on increasing Egypt’s GDP and this can only happen through
increasing women’s engagement in the labor force (Teignier & Cuberes, 2016).
The main aim of the strategy in the economic aspect is to implement policies
effectively in a way that would remove any barriers that are hindering women from
becoming employed or begin their businesses. First, by supporting working women
through providing a safer working environment and offering child care services for
7

working mothers. Secondly, by expanding female employment rates by enhancing and
building women capacities and offering them equal job opportunities along with
holding senior positions and introducing different fields of work. Lastly, increasing
women’s access to financial services and resources to encourage them to become
entrepreneurs including marginalized poor females (NCW, 2017).
The policies that were included in Egypt’s women strategy 2030 in the
economic pillar focused on ensuring women’s representation in board of directors of
private companies. Creating employment opportunities in new diverse untouched
sectors. Encouraging women to start their own businesses and become entrepreneurs
by developing one-stop shops that offer business development services where gender
equality is applied. Offering electronic financial services that target women. Enforcing
laws in the private sector that guarantee protecting women’s rights in terms of human
resources policies like equal pay, hiring, promotions, leaves, working hours and
trainings as well as offering a safe work environment and child care services. Therefore,
designing gender based policies is necessary to address discrimination faced by women
at work especially the wage inequality between men and women in the Egyptian private
sector (Said, Galal and Sami, 2019).
Moreover, they shed the light on the informal sector, were women’s rights
should also be protected and the urgency of measuring the economic contribution of
women’s unpaid house chores and how their work should be respected as well. Offering
options like flexible working hours or working from home to support women balance
between their family and work. Also, providing women with the needed trainings to
develop their skills to be able to work and have a source of income to strengthen their
capabilities (NCW, 2017). When mothers of today participate in the labor force, their
sons and daughters will most probably be employed and share in the development
process equally (European Commission, 2012). If the country’s strategy is moving
towards female employment and using all the country’s resources, this will contribute
in the development of the society dramatically.
In order to achieve the strategy’s goals and improve the circumstances that face
women in Egypt, there has to be a political will (NCW, 2017). Offering women
economic empowering services by NGOs is not enough to alleviate poverty or enhance
their wellbeing and will have a limited contribution for women’s empowerment if it is
8

not embedded in governments’ policies and there is a fundamental change in the
country’s development agenda to support women (Mayoux, 2000). There are key
partners who will contribute in this development process including the legislative,
judicial, and executive authorities along with the private sector, civil society parties,
research centers, citizens and many others (NCW, 2017). The strategy confirmed the
significant role of NGOs in empowering women economically and their impact on the
effectiveness of women’s empowerment strategy. The Government of Egypt has
governed NGOs and civil society and enforced some restrictions and laws to ensure
their effectiveness since the 1950s and the 1960s (Kandil, 1998). However, there is still
an information gap about Egyptian women who are becoming entrepreneurs or
employed after benefiting from NGOs programs. Data collection, dissemination and
publishing results are still a challenge for monitoring and evaluation of the strategy’s
implementation or NGOs’ contributions (NCW, 2017).

B. Government’s initiatives towards women economic empowerment in
Egypt
In the 1990s, microfinance programs were offered to reduce poverty as one of the
economic reform policies in Egypt and targeted women as they are more likely to invest
in their children more than men (Barsoum, 2006). They do not just benefit themselves,
but the whole household. There were some initiatives by Egyptian banks that targeted
women. In 2013, a collaboration between the National bank of Egypt and the European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) had taken place to launch ‘Women
in Business’ project by offering women entrepreneurs who have businesses consulting
services, training, mentoring or connecting them with various networks (Zgheib, 2015).
In 2014, the Social Fund for Development launched the One Village One Product
(OVOP) in collaboration with the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the
Empowerment of Women (UN Women) to enhance women’s economic empowerment
in rural areas by encouraging them to begin their enterprises or form productive
alliances ("One village - one product", 2020).
During the Alliance for Financial Inclusion (AFI) in 2017, the Central Bank of
Egypt (CBE) signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) of EGP 1.6 billion
microfinance initiative with the NCW to provide bank funding for women in their micro
sized projects (NCW, 2017). The NCW implemented initiatives like the Village
9

Savings Loan Association (VSLA) or ”Kadam El Khier” programs which are like the
(gam3eya) where women form savings groups and invest the money in their projects to
have an income generating source (NCW, 2017).
There is also the Social Innovation Hub in collaboration with United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) and Microsoft, it is housed in the NCW, to
encourage young women entrepreneurs through technology by training them on
computer science to help them market their products electronically or create innovative
applications to solve problems in the society. NCW established the Women Business
Development Center (WBDC) which represents a “one stop shop” service to offer
women all the needed services regarding the tools or required skills for establishing,
managing and growing a small business. It provides women with training, mentoring,
marketing and networking or any support that they need (Nassar, 2017). There were
also units established in different ministries called Equal Opportunity Units (EOU) that
are providing the same services.
There were various initiatives from the government’s side. In 2017, “Tahya
Misr” fund donated EGP 250 million line of credit to “Mastoura” project in
collaboration with Nasser Social Bank to fund disabled women who cannot get
employed. In 2017, the Government of Egypt even offered informal workers and
entrepreneurs a program through “fekretak sherketak” (your idea your company) under
Egypt Entrepreneurship Program (EEP) launched by the Ministry of Investment and
International Cooperation. It does not target women, but offers training, mentoring and
financial services to any interested entrepreneur, they already funded 42 start-ups
("Second phase of "Fekretak Sherketak" initiative on start-ups launched", 2018).
In October 2018, Amwal El Ghad, the NCW and the CBE signed an agreement
to launch a program to develop the new generation of women leaders through the
“Women Leadership Development Mentorship” to guide women professionally to
inspire them to excel in political, social and economic fields. This agreement is
considered to be a unique model of cooperation or partnership between public
associations and the private sector to empower more women and enhance their leading
role (NCW, 2017).
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In the cash transfer program “Takafol and Karama” (Solidarity and Dignity)
that targets the poorest families in Egypt where 90 percent are women beneficiaries.
There is another supplementary program called “Forsa” (Opportunity) which is
designed to empower the poor and the most vulnerable economically, mostly in Upper
Egypt to become financially self-sufficient. It is a graduation program from “Takafol
and Karama” to help them in skills development, asset transfer, find them decent job
opportunities and incomes, microfinance, mentoring and coaching. They worked on the
supply side by cultivating an enabling business environment to attract investors to
create new job opportunities and they worked on the demand side by training and
qualifying the poor with the required skills. This program is done between different
ministries like the Ministry of Social Solidarity (MOSS), Ministry of Industry, Ministry
of Commerce, private sector institutions and various NGOs. According to Egypt’s
Sustainable Development Strategy for 2030, they are aiming to reduce the percentage
of poor female headed households by 2030 from 26.3 percent to 0 percent to guarantee
a more productive and sustainable society (Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018).
Another initiative was established in the Investors Service Center (ISC), they
created a business facilitation office specifically to serve women which facilitates
procedures and improves the ecosystem for women owned businesses (World Bank,
2018). There is also some legislative reforms like the new passed investment law in
May 2017 that unified regulations to a simpler process equally like men to establish
small businesses and access investment opportunities much easier. There is the new
Industrial permits law too that reduced the waiting time for acquiring licenses for new
facilities’ set up to take from 7 to 30 days versus 600 days in the past. Then there is the
new bankruptcy law in the beginning of 2018 that limited the punishments to paying
fines rather than imprisonment. Also, the amended companies Law 159/1981 to enable
women owned enterprises to transfer from a small business to grow and become
formalized (World Bank, 2018). Furthermore, Advocacy campaigns such as “Taa
Marbouta” were launched to encourage women’s equality of opportunity to address
cultural norms, behavioral biases and combat social stigma and stereotypes.
To promote Entrepreneurship and financial inclusion for small and medium
enterprises, the Micro, Small & Medium Enterprise Development Agency (MSMEDA)
was responsible for providing financial and non-financial services. They had an
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initiative for women and youth in underserved regions called ‘Promoting Innovation
for Inclusive Financial Access Project’ funded by the World Bank at an amount of USD
300 million. It was about offering innovative financing mechanisms to expand access
to financial services for micro and small enterprises ("Egypt: Promoting Innovation for
Inclusive Financial Access", 2020). In 2018, the Agricultural Bank of Egypt (ABE) and
MSMEDA signed “Bedayti” (My beginning) line of credit of EGP 40 million under
“bent masr” (Egypt’s daughter) program to fund women entrepreneurs in Delta and
Upper Egypt governorates. MSMEDA signed another loan agreement with Banque du
Caire for an amount of EGP 500 million to fund micro entrepreneurs under “Bedayti”
financing project (Moco, 2019). There have been many agreements between MSMEDA
and the banking sector as there was an agreement between the World Bank and
MSMEDA to finance SMEs through banks, financing institutions and NGOs for an
amount of $ 200 million (Mounir, 2020).
Furthermore, Banque Misr signed an agreement with MSMEDA of a new micro
financing contract for an amount of EGP 500 million to fund micro enterprises with a
focus on women and youth under the World Bank agreement “Stimulating
Entrepreneurship to create Job Opportunities” ("MSMEDA and Banque Misr Sign a
New Micro Financing Contract Valued EGP 500 Million", 2020). All these initiatives
and many others represent incentives from the government side to the banking sector
in order for them to “wholesale” funds through local, community-based NGOs to help
poor self-employed women start their projects.
Even with the many issues and obstacles that limit women from working in
private or public organizations, it is still crucial to find them alternatives that would be
more suitable for them to start their own projects and have their own professions where
they can excel (Kadu et al., 2013). Gender gaps in employment affects any country’s
economic growth. That is why, women empowerment issue is of pressing policy
relevance. Egypt needs to introduce more regulatory reforms to encourage more women
to participate in the labor market whether offering them flexible hours, selfemployment or working from home opportunities to accommodate the family burdens
on women (Hendy, 2015). Governments need to identify the challenges faced, in order
to formulate and design policies to effectively tackle the real causes that are preventing
youth from becoming employed and promote job growth through partnering with the
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private sector and the civil society along with investing in the infrastructure and
innovative assets (Barsoum, 2014). Also, public policies should include steps to
endorse and foster women’s entrepreneurship within families, given the strong family
ties we have in our Egyptian culture. Government policies should promote and nurture
women-owned projects by implementing financial incentives, offering child care
support, skills and marketing competencies training, as well as conducting workshops
on start-up regulations to help the population embrace the idea of women-owned
businesses.
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II.

Literature Review

A. Conceptualizing Women Economic Empowerment,
Entrepreneurship and Financial Inclusion
1. Women’s Economic Empowerment
Empowerment is defined by many as the method that helps vulnerable people
in the community to obtain control or power by participating in the decision making
through raising their awareness, building their capabilities, increasing their knowledge
and boosting their confidence and self-esteem by mainly having equal rights for
employment and acquiring an independent source of income (Fadhl, 2019). Others
defined women economic empowerment by the process that helps women to take
control over resources (Hamid & Nisser, 2017). When women have a source of income,
they can participate in the strategic decision making in their household such as investing
in education or health whether for them or for their children. They can postpone their
marriage or giving birth or even leaving abusive relationships (Barsoum, 2018a). Many
scholars highlighted the importance of women employment to empower them. The
literature in women employment field is extensive. Women empowerment programs
are already applied in other systems or in other nations from a long time ago. However,
studies have shown that women’s employment does not necessarily mean their
empowerment due to the low quality working conditions they may face as well as the
complexity they go through trying to balance between their work and family tasks
without finding any kind of support. All these feelings of guilt and blame limit the
empowering potential of work (Barsoum, 2018b). Within the context of the NGOs in
Egypt this study will focus exclusively on the services offered along with the challenges
NGOs address in the business environment.
The empowerment of women revolves around how they feel about their selfworth, their right to make choices, to seek opportunities and get resources, control their
life and their influence to make any change around them whether locally or regionally
(Hamid & Nisser, 2017). Evidence has showed that life skills or mindset interventions
that train women to feel more confident about themselves, improve their business
outcomes more than traditional business trainings (Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019). In
order to promote women economic empowerment, efforts should be directed towards
their economic participation in the labor market. This can be effective only if there were
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enough resources and funds invested taking into consideration the interrelations
between human endowments like education, health and social protection, as well as
economic opportunities, voice and agency to achieve shared prosperity and sustainable
growth (Herrfahrdt-Pähle & Rodenberg, 2012). It is critical to design and implement
policies that are women-focused to encourage them to engage in activities that build
their skills or support them in finding a job or beginning their start-ups. These policies
should include solutions to provide affordable and accessible child and elder care
services or flexible work arrangements to enable women return to the labor market
(Barsoum, 2018a).
2. Entrepreneurship
One of the ways for women economic empowerment is to become an entrepreneur.
Entrepreneurship is a source of women economic empowerment in developing
countries to stimulate sustainable economic growth. Entrepreneurs can identify and
seize business opportunities if they are skilled and experienced. It also depends on their
personality traits, sociological background and demographical location. The
performance of women-owned firms depend on their access to infrastructure, business
information

and

financial

services

(Brixiová,

Kangoye,

&

Said,

2020).

Entrepreneurship is defined as the process of transforming an initiative or a business
concept into a new concept that has a potential to grow and open markets for new
services (Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018). It is about solving a problem in the
society through a new product or a new idea that can then become a business and
generate profit (Gartner, 1990). The General Theory of Entrepreneurship by Shane (The
Individual-Opportunity Nexus) is about discovering the opportunity, evaluating it and
the decision to exploit this opportunity (Shane, 2003). The theory explained four
operational measures of performance consisting of survival, economic growth,
profitability and sales to the public. Assessing the survival of any entrepreneurial
activity refers to its continuity while growing and increasing sales or income by taking
advantage of the opportunities in the external environment where entrepreneurs can
identify them quickly and create businesses to improve their welfare (Shane, 2003;
Rashid, John, Consolatta & Stephen, 2015)
Egypt is considered a very large market in the MENA region. There is a great
potential for new entrepreneurial innovative and creative ideas. There are many
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untouched sectors and rural areas are very cheap in terms of labor and rental costs, so
it is an attractive opportunity for investments (Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018).
Unfortunately, Egypt is still behind in terms of the number of small and medium
enterprises compared to other developing countries. This is due to various reasons like
the difficulty to access funds, and the procedures to begin any start-up are usually very
long and complicated. Also, there is little technical or financial support offered to help
women (ILO, 2016). Based on the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Report, women
represented 29 percent in early stage entrepreneurship. They found one woman in every
3.5 entrepreneurs. They found that women led businesses are unlikely to continue
compared to those owned by men. The rate of women’s participation is less than those
of men too (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2018). Unfortunately, self-employed
women also engage in low-income activities aiming to survive and continue working,
but they struggle to grow or formally register their businesses (Barsoum, 2018a).
In developed countries, Entrepreneurship and Small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) are vital drivers for productivity growth, innovation, social and
economic empowerment. They represent 99 percent of the businesses. They are
essential for achieving inclusive economic growth for a sustainable period of time to
ensure that these countries are adapting to globalization and digital transformations as
well as technological advancements (OECD, 2019). In the business environment, any
changes whether economic, financial, political, legal or socio-cultural affect
entrepreneurs, as well as the availability of funds, the political stability and the laws
that regulate private enterprises (Rashid et al., 2015).
3. Financial Inclusion
Access to finance helps in poverty reduction and contributes to women’s
empowerment, as women become more confident to take decisions. Every loan made
to a woman strengthens their economic and social contribution in the economy (Rashid
et al., 2020). Women’s financial inclusion is represented through the range of financial
services offered by financial institutions or NGOs so that women can make use of these
services, and would be capable of repaying their debts to make financial transactions
safely. It encourages women to join the formal system and formalize their businesses,
allowing them to invest money to begin their startups (Ayadi et al., 2018).
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Unfortunately, the average size of women’s loans is less than those of men (World
Bank, 2018).
A study has found that when women borrowing increases by 10 percent,
extreme poverty is decreased by 5 percentage point (Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019). In
Egypt, poor women are still outside the formal financial system (World Bank, 2018).
There are lots of constraints as banks are stricter when it comes to providing financial
services to women as they consider them as high risk. Also, women illiteracy in rural
areas, their inability to commute and not having a national identification card made it
harder for them to access formal microfinance services (ILO, 2016). However, studies
proved that women are 16 percent more likely to save more money for their future
compared to men. They are loyal to their micro financing service providers and would
refer them to other people. They are known to repay their debts and they purchase more
than men to buy products (World Bank, 2018). But still women prefer to borrow from
their families or friends in the form of what is known as “gam3eya”.
Offering small loans or grants are not sufficient to enable women begin or
expand their businesses, a package of services is needed to increase women’s chances
to succeed. Aside from financial services, business trainings improved women
microenterprises and had a positive impact on their profits and survival when these
trainings were conducted by qualified trainers or mentors (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols,
2014). Even when women adopted the recommended business practices, they were able
to repay their loans. It goes back to the quality of on the job trainings, life skills and
technical skills trainings (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). The quality of the offered
training programs should be of high quality where trainers should be experienced and
qualified, the materials and duration would be sufficient to address all the constraints
that impede women from starting their businesses. Also, in terms of the training hours,
they should accommodate women’s needs and offer incentives for these women to
reduce attrition rates and dropping out from trainings (Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019).
The literature review section will be divided into three sections to guide the
research design. The first section is about an overall picture of women’s presence in the
labor market including the challenges they face, how to help and prepare them to
overcome these challenges along with the significance of women employment and
entrepreneurship for the economy. The second section is about the different
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employment programs or services offered by NGOs and the third section is about the
success factors of women employment programs that were implemented by some
NGOs to help them overcome the challenges they face.

B. Women in the labor market
1. Challenges women face when they join the labor force
In terms of paid employment, there are various factors that affect women’s choices like
traditions, religious and cultural norms related to patriarchal family beliefs and
marriage responsibilities. Women’s time is allocated in domestic household work and
it is very unlikely to find someone to support them if they do not have the resources, so
they tend to leave work after getting married especially if working in the private sector
(Hendy, 2015). Women are sometimes hesitant to join the labor market due to other
constraints like mobility, or balancing between family responsibilities and their work.
Social norms are still limiting women’s role to being care givers only (World Bank,
2018). As for the external factors that represent challenges for women employment, the
2008 economic crisis and the 2011 revolution negatively affected women’s
participation in the labor market. Moreover, the public sector hiring is diminishing and
women prefer to become inactive rather than joining the private sector. Women face
discrimination in the private sector which creates an obstacle for them to contribute to
the country’s economic growth (Hendy, 2015). Evidence proved that the 38 percent of
unemployed women usually wait for a longer time to get a job compared to the 18
percent of men. The waiting time can reach to at least 3 years, which leaves them
discouraged to continue looking for an opportunity, so they are either pushed towards
the unpaid work doing the house chores at home or towards the informal work or even
establishing their own projects that may not have a chance to grow (World Bank, 2018).
In terms of Entrepreneurship, research proved that women in start-ups have to
deal with problems that are more complicated than men. In developing countries,
women entrepreneurs are less privileged, they begin their start-ups with less education,
limited work experience due to their limited technical specializations compared to men,
less professional networks and less confidence (Brixiová, Kangoye, & Said, 2020).
Moreover, women face inequality with regards to income distribution, access to credit
services, skills and technology, property and land ownership, as well as religious and
cultural norms along with all massive amount of time spent on domestic work and child
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or elders care (Hamid & Nisser, 2017). Furthermore, self-employed entrepreneurs do
not have access to various institutional lending opportunities. They usually depend on
their savings or taking funds from their families or friends. Only 2.6 percent of male
and female youth received funding from financial institutions (Barsoum, 2014).
Another challenge for other women who want to join microenterprises, they are less
likely to work with others on their projects as women entrepreneurs cannot grow and
hire staff as they do not offer any legal protection (Galal and Said, 2019). There is also
the harsh biases against women where they are considered very emotional and cannot
focus in their work due to their family commitments (The World Bank, 2018).
Women entrepreneurs are challenged with prolonged registration procedures
(Galal and Said, 2019). They struggle to find markets to sell their products or expand
their networks. Marketing, sales, new technology, and competition are hindering the
performance of women entrepreneurs in developing economies. Marketing capabilities
affect the survival of any firm. Marketing includes market segmenting and targeting
along with pricing and advertising of products (Welsh et al., 2017). Studies have shown
that youth entrepreneurs are not equipped with marketing expertise. They need
technical assistance to connect their start-ups with supply chains (Barsoum, 2014).
Also, market saturation can occur due to the increased competition between women
who are performing the same range of limited handicrafts activities like embroidery or
accessories (Mayoux, 2000). If women made sense of the market, they can reach their
customers and succeed in selling their products According to a study done in
Coimbatore, which is a city in India, marketing was a problem for women due to the
lack of experience to promote their products or the absence of the know-how of selling
them because of the fierce competition from large enterprises where sometimes
middlemen exploit these women (Jayammal, 2012). Moreover, these women fail to
collect their money or there are no channels of communication with the end customer.
They are uncomfortable meeting strangers to distribute and deliver their final products
due to cultural beliefs.
Pricing is a challenge too, as the cost of buying their inputs is much higher
compared to the commercial products that depend on economies of scale, it is very
challenging to compete with these products. This was one of the main challenges
women faced based on Focus Groups Discussions (FGD) in the women economic
empowerment study (The World Bank, 2018). Even though some NGOs take these
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issues into their consideration when they design their programs to help women start
their projects and become economically empowered. However, women still face many
challenges. They face social, location and time constraints that hinder them from
operating a business or even getting employed. There are also the ‘necessity’
entrepreneurs who choose to become self-employed due to the lack of available job
opportunities that can match their needs or sometimes they want to gain larger earnings
(Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). A Survey has shown that women are restricted to a
limited scope of jobs and with the public sector shrinking, this has resulted into long
queues for women waiting to get hired or eventually lose hope and opt out from the
labor market (Barsoum, 2014).
In terms of micro-finance services that enable poor men and women to cope
with the economic crisis or achieve financial self-sustainability, women often struggle
more than men when they access these services. Also, some men can even control their
wives’ income for their own personal expenses to the extent of creating new households
with their wives’ money (Linda, 2000). This is why NGOs tend to have other
interventions rather than supporting women financially to begin their start-ups as well
as closely monitoring any offered loans to make sure that their husbands would not take
their money (Linda, 2000). Unfortunately in Egypt, microfinance initiatives are very
limited and run on a very small scale and they have not found their way to transfer into
the formal economy (The Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018). Furthermore, the burden
or the tension working women face to balance between their work and life create a
challenge. Women’s house chores work does not decrease in case she joins the labor
market and becomes employed, seldom when the Egyptian husbands would offer help
due to traditional masculine social norms (World Bank, 2018).
In terms of hiring or getting promoted, women face discrimination as their male
counterparts would have the priority for a salary increase being the family
breadwinners, while women do not have the same privilege and would face people’s
traditional attitude towards them by considering them inferiors and limiting them at
lower level positions (Welsh et al., 2017). Cultural constraints affect women’s mobility
and employers’ preferences to hire women so women either compromise and accept
low paid jobs or choose not to work (Barsoum, 2018a). Moreover, family background
affects the probability of getting employed. Studies have shown that youth have higher
chances of finding stable employment opportunities and getting hired if they come from
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wealthier households. Unlike those who come from poorer households, they would
struggle to find jobs and would settle for temporary options or become self-employed
(Barsoum, 2014).
Career choices are an integral part of a man’s life, while women’s career goals
are totally separate from their personal goals (Wijeyeratnam & Perera, 2013). Their
decisions to take steps towards their goals are interrelated with multiple personal
factors. That is why designing employment programs that are personalized for women
is very significant. Also, understanding how NGOs target their women beneficiaries,
which programs they choose to implement and how they assess their effectiveness are
all crucial to guarantee the success of these programs. Studies have proved that forming
partnerships between aid agencies, NGOs, and private voluntary organizations along
with investing in the capacity building of these women entrepreneurs, are key elements
in ensuring the effectiveness of the financial programs offered and the trainings and
development services provided to enhance women’s skills (Bhatt and Tang, 2001). One
of the solutions to fill in the gap of women labor force participation is female selfemployment to get over mobility barriers and social norms constraints.
Entrepreneurship projects for developing unemployed women to develop their capacity
and support them to begin their start-ups is one step towards women economic
empowerment in Egypt (The World Bank, 2018).
2. How to prepare women to participate in the labor market
In order to participate in the labor market, women need to be equipped with the required
skills. The labor force participation rate for young females depend on their level of
education, their wealth and where they reside, and their marital status. The probability
for young girls who completed their university education to join the labor market is four
times compared to those who completed their secondary education only (The World
Bank, 2018). Even if women’s level of education increased, it does not match with their
participation in the labor market, which is known by the “gender paradox” of Arab
countries (Barsoum, 2018b). This shows how education is crucial to prepare women in
joining the labor market as well as creating enough job opportunities. Studies showed
that women who need to start their projects or participate in the labor market face more
obstacles than men, including the lack of required skills, knowledge, or access to
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training to prepare and educate them to enter the market and compete. All this beside
the gender inequality they already face (Hendy, 2015).
Studies demonstrated that female employees usually perceive themselves as
incapable of succeeding as entrepreneurs, managers, or business owners (Kyrgidou and
Petridou, 2013), so unless the educational system provides them with the needed
encouragement, support, and knowledge to develop their skills and capabilities, they
will have a slight chance to excel. Education helps broaden women’s experiences and
give them access to more employment opportunities. If women are well equipped,
maybe the deep-rooted views of women’s primary role as unpaid mothers and wives
would change (Anugwom, 2009). Studies proved that national development relies on
increasing the manpower resources. Therefore, if women had the required skills
necessary for their work, they will be more involved in the labor market and will
accordingly add value to the economy (World Bank, 2018).
Acquiring these skills through Entrepreneurship Education and Training (EET)
programs that aim to develop the attitudes, knowledge, and skills associated with the
practice of entrepreneurship is very crucial. EET represents academic education or
formal training interventions that provide individuals with entrepreneurial mind-sets
and skills to support them participate in entrepreneurial activities (Robb, Valerio and
Parton, 2014). Moreover, access to sales networks, funding and enhancing mobility
would support women to participate in the labor market (Mayoux, 2000).
Fortunately, the gap in digital literacy among youth aging below 25 years old
do not exist, both males and females rates are promising, even the female percentage of
those who are using computers, internet and social media are higher than the males and
increases with education and wealth (The World Bank, 2018). However, Global System
for Mobile Communications Association (GSMA) that represents mobile networks
operators estimated that 1.7 billion women do not own mobile phones particularly in
low and middle income countries all over the world. Developing countries need to use
technology to overcome the barriers or the constraints such as time and mobility that
limit women by spreading mobile phones to facilitate digital financial technology to
offer financial services to far away populations at much lower costs (World Bank,
2018). Evidence showed that women who are very poor need more resources to offer a
more intensive package of services like funding, trainings, following up and mentoring.
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It costs NGOs more as these women are residing in far regions with scarce resources
and weak delivery systems (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). Education, skills, knowhow and technology are all tools to empower women to help them become employed
or entrepreneurs.
3. Significance of women’s employment and entrepreneurship
Female employment and female entrepreneurship can contribute considerably to the
development and the economic growth of nations (Kyrgidou and Petridou, 2013). In
order to make use of all the available resources in our economy, we have to enable
women to have access to income to strengthen their positions in their families. It has
been proved that there is a positive relationship between family, education, and work.
If women participated in the labor market, they will have more incentives to educate
their girls, which will positively impact these girls’ futures and give them a better
chance (Chege et al., 2014). Sen (2013), illustrated the importance of focusing on the
free agency of women, not only their wellbeing (women’s entitlements) but,
concentrating on their voice and agency through empowerment and independence.
Women’s agency here means their ability to make effective choices and to transform
these choices into desired outcomes, to be able to view women as active agents of
change for the development of any country along with solving the unequal treatment
women face in the society. Hence, the wellbeing and the agency aspects are correlated
(Sen, 2013).
This can be achieved if women are employed and have their financial
independence which strengthens their say in any economic decision related to their
household (Mayoux, 2000). Taking into consideration that no one should be left behind,
women who are at the base of the pyramid should be included even those in extreme
poverty no matter what their circumstances are (Samman et al., 2018). Even the
literature review found that during crises, low and middle income households
participate in the labor force much more compared to upper income ones. They have
found some evidence that women’s economic participation in the labor market has been
the highest and strongest among those who work in the informal or unregulated sectors
in the society during the time of crises (Sabarwal et al., 2010). There is always an
increase in informal work during any economic crises, just like what happened in Egypt
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after the 2011 revolution (United Nations, 2011). Therefore, the low income informal
sector needs the support to expand and formalize their businesses.
The pandemic situation pushed many businesses to look for alternative solutions
to reach their customers, although people were into buying basic essential items only.
They tried to sell their products using their online platforms. That is why online
businesses have to be taken seriously and integrated properly into the economy (Sobhan
and Hassan, 2020). Women micro-enterprises were more vulnerable to economic
impacts from the pandemic due to their small size and age. The economic shutdown
closed schools and childcare services, so women were struggling to bear work and
family burdens (Manolova, Brush, Edelman & Elam, 2020). Many women pivoted their
business models to seize any opportunities. They offered new products like protective
face masks or head bands with buttons to hold the mask and used new marketing
techniques using online platforms (Manolova et al., 2020). NGOs try to cope during the
time of crisis and support women as challenges are intensified.

C. Women’s economic empowerment services offered by NGOs
Interventions offered should not be gender neutral, these programs should be carefully
designed and implemented while incorporating gender matters to achieve better
economic outcomes and support women to overcome gender constraints (Buvinić &
O'Donnell, 2019). In order to understand how NGOs support women to become
employed or become an entrepreneur, it is crucial to understand the different services
offered by these NGOs. Studies proved that entities should conduct market research to
clearly understand women’s needs in different market segments in order to tailor
programs to meet their needs and develop their capacities (The World Bank, 2018).
Training programs’ design need to be well targeted and take into consideration
the gender differences in the level of education and the non-cognitive skills of
entrepreneurs to enhance their performance (Brixiová, Kangoye, & Said, 2020). Many
researchers think that vocational training is a very effective solution for reducing
poverty in developing countries. Trainings vary from low cost job search trainings like
CV writing, counseling or skills needed in an interview, to expensive occupational
skills’ trainings that work on building human capital and specializations. Evaluating
their effectiveness is very tricky (Osikominu, 2016). A study argues that skills trainings
that take longer duration are depriving some from getting employed or missing job
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opportunities which is known as the ‘lock in’ effect, although on the long run they
proved to be effective (Osikominu, 2016). Other scholars believe that microfinance is
a very popular economic intervention that target low income people to solve gender
inequity and encourage women integration in the labor market (Barsoum, 2006). NGOs
offer programs targeted for women to empower them, one of the most popular programs
is the short-term, small size lending programs. Some deliver financial services only and
some take a holistic integrated approach and offer bundled services to help women get
employed including funding, training and mentoring.
Microfinance has become one of the major tools for governments and
international partners to alleviate poverty or as a method for community development
strategies (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002). The United Nations (UN) considers microfinance
as one of the tools that can contribute in achieving women’s empowerment in making
them more independent. Moreover, it is a tool to achieve gender equality and some of
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) of decreasing poverty and hunger along
with improving the social standard of the family where they can access better education
and health services to enhance the overall society’s wellbeing (Hamid & Nisser, 2017).
They found that vulnerable excluded groups do not own any collateral to secure loans
from banks (Kluve et al., 2016). Microfinance programs help women start their own
projects and become self-employed in home based small scale activities to have an
independent source of income and then spend it on themselves, their families and their
projects (Barsoum, 2006).
However, some studies showed that providing financial resources in
impoverished women’s hands is not enough to ensure their empowerment or improve
their wellbeing, but properly designing both microfinance, training and employment
programs, can contribute considerably to women’s welfare and their empowerment
(Cheston & Kuhn, 2002). Unfortunately women’s owned enterprises represent 23
percent from the overall enterprises according to the Egyptian Financial Supervisory
Authority (EFSA), most of them (18 percent) are working in the micro sector due to the
very challenging collaterals that banks impose in return for any loans which makes it
very difficult for female entrepreneurs to acquire any larger loans to expand their
projects (The World Bank, 2018).
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Moreover, the presence of their legal identity determines their access to rights.
Harbitz & Tamargo in their research about the Significance of Legal Identity in
Situations of Poverty and Social Exclusion, they stated that the absence of a national
identity document could have financial and economic implications and is considered a
causal factor in the poverty cycle (Harbitz & Tamargo, 2009). One of its main
consequences is poor people exclusion from having access to activities or opportunities.
It is a very crucial issue that needs to be addressed and recognized. Having a legal
document by being officially registered, proves your identity and vital to guarantee your
right to access government’s services and benefits. A study by the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) in 2000 emphasized the linkage between poverty along with vulnerability
and the lack of having a legal identity to enable people to make use of social programs
or government benefits. Moreover, women and specifically single mothers face ugly
implications when they are not officially on the system. They cannot exercise any of
their citizenship rights neither for them nor for their children (Harbitz & Tamargo,
2009). This is one of the very critical services NGOs offer.
In order to offer services by NGOs, there has to be available funds. The
availability of funds in NGOs depends on donors’ interests or initiatives by
international aid agencies. Therefore, such programs are donor propelled and
unfortunately efforts are not orchestrated among different stakeholders like funding
agencies, NGOs and regulatory authorities (Barsoum, 2006). Donor’s interests can
affect the target segment and the programs offered. These programs may succeed in
achieving donor’s goals of empowering women or may fail. Cheston in her study
identified certain factors and strategies for programs’ success, including providing
business, leadership and decision making trainings for women, discussing their social
issues, supporting them in balancing between their family and work responsibilities,
teaching them how to control and manage their business financially or providing
women with job opportunities to strengthen their financial position and contribute to
their families and communities to empower them economically and give them increased
household decision making power (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002).
Therefore, the design and the planning of programs that are offered by NGOs
should include women’s needs to guarantee their sustainability. Interventions should
push women to become financially independent, self-reliant and to become risk takers
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(Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019). Cheston and Kuhn stated that gathering information
about women’s needs is crucial when designing services for them and these services
should support innovation, research and development (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002). It
should take a holistic approach by incorporating business training and literacy, legal
aid and registration, health and microfinance along with funds management to take
correct business decisions (Mayoux, 2000). They mentioned that tracking
empowerment benefits at the end of the program is important to bring women’s
perspective about governance, implementation and management of these programs to
monitor and improve their impact. Moreover, it is about focusing on the project
sustainability, self-sufficiency and profitability to ensure the continuity of the program
(Barsoum, 2006).
Offering a bundle of services is the key for Egyptian women’s economic
empowerment in order to be able to support their families and participate in the
economy’s growth. Recently, most programs tend to offer a mix of services combining
trainings, funding and different types of interventions (Kluve et al., 2016). Funding is
also critical in order to rid them from poverty and strengthen their economic capacity
to become workers or entrepreneurs who have access to markets (World Bank, 2018).
Programs and services offered by NGOs should raise women’s skills and capabilities
to match with business objectives (Reynolds et al., 2001). Evidence has showed that
collaboration between different NGOs and donors as well as exchange of knowledge,
experience and activities improve their work. Expertise sharing among NGOs and
donor organizations foster their mutual cooperation and raise awareness about their
various activities to mobilize networking and collaboration (Saeed, Reichling, Wulf,
2008).
Knowledge management practices within NGOs help them leverage their
information resources more efficiently and develop better relationships within their
networks (Smith and Lumba, 2008). Knowledge sharing maybe ineffective if they lack
the skills, time or resources to generate the needed data or sometimes less comfortable
to use technology in managing knowledge. However, sharing experience between
NGOs would strengthen relationships and help them find common grounds with those
who are providing the same services (Smith and Lumba, 2008). In order to achieve
faster economic growth, innovative techniques should be applied to diversify the
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market by expanding the pool of talents by including women and encouraging their
economic participation through reducing inequality and offering them financial
inclusion along with securing a legal and a regulatory environment that enable these
women to grow (World Bank, 2018). NGOs are trying to design successful programs
that support women to begin their start-ups.

D. The success factors for programs offered by NGOs
It is very difficult to assess to what extent the programs offered by NGOs are
empowering women economically (Mayoux, 2000). There is little evidence on the costs
and benefits analysis of these interventions whether financially or economically and
insufficient evidence on the sustainability of interventions for women economic
empowerment programs in terms of the lasting impact through the continuity of
women’s projects after they benefit from NGOs interventions (Buvinić & FurstNichols, 2014). Programs are helping these women improve their wellbeing by
increasing their incomes and supporting them to find solutions to the challenges they
face as research has proven that for any of these programs to achieve its goals, barriers
that are hindering women from accessing the labor market should be identified and
solutions should be implemented to overcome these barriers so that these women would
become economically independent.
Programs should offer a ‘smart design’ that can achieve gender equal outcomes
through women economic empowerment by increasing their productivity and income
which will be reflected on their wellbeing and their increased agency (Buvinić &
O'Donnell, 2019). The key to the success of the design of these programs is to ensure
that skills’ trainings are consistent with labor market needs along with offering a
comprehensive approach that supports entrepreneurs by mentoring and connecting
them with business networks. However, there is still a knowledge gap about the
effectiveness of mixing all these services (Kluve et al., 2016). Aside from helping youth
in general, some developing societies face gender inequalities, the World Bank report
showed that this gender discrimination will lead to more poverty, slow economic
growth, weak governance and deterioration of people’s standard of living (Mason and
King, 2001). Thus, programs that integrated gender awareness in its design and aimed
to change gender discrimination, were found successful in empowering women
(Mayoux, 2000).
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Development can be sustained when both women and men’s needs are met. It
is very critical to help women have access to resources like education or business
knowledge, along with credit or capital, training and sales channels, to expand their
productive capacity and their economic output and to enable them contribute to their
society (Mayoux, 2000). In addition, women tend to spend more of their earnings on
their households, so when their incomes increase, the family’s welfare improve. Their
success affect their whole family by benefiting their children’s schooling, nutrition,
medical care and clothing, which means that NGOs are multiplying their activities or
services’ impact (Deshpanda, 2001).
Programs have found that women are more cooperative, committed, easier to
control, and typically repay their installments better than men (World Bank, 2018).
Unfortunately, few studies included the reasons of why some women dropped out from
NGOs’ programs or if NGOs followed up with them to see what they have achieved so
far especially if there are no financial commitments. Typically to reach a significant
progress and a sustainable impact, partnerships between businesses, government and
civil society need to be established to be able to track the progress achieved. There are
massive efforts exerted from various NGOs in Egypt (World Bank, 2018). However,
the weak governance in local NGOs, along with the limited technical and organizational
capacities or weak networks hinder their market penetration along with offering decent
financial or non-financial services to help entrepreneurs or startups to grow farther than
very small enterprises so funding is never adequate for growth (World Bank, 2018).
One of the key requirements for sustainability in NGOs is good governance which can
be achieved through accountability, transparency in accounting for how resources were
used and report that to donors (Lekorwe and Mpabanga, 2007).
Women also stated in different studies that accessing markets and technology
was difficult for them, so any programs that integrate social media and better
alternatives to access technology to address these challenges and market for these
women’s products are considered successful. Moreover, in rural areas it was very
challenging as the service providers were very scarce, their limited mobility affected
how they can reach out for help, they had challenging circumstances (Ayadi et al.,
2018). Therefore, reaching out and partnering with different entities to offer services to
more beneficaries is also considered of a great added value. Egypt is encouraging

29

women’s economic empowerment through their financial inclusion and pushing their
economic participation. They do not want women to be sidelined, now in the NCW
Women strategy, women’s economic empowerment is a key pillar (The World Bank,
2018).
There are programs that strengthened women’s positions and led to more respect
for these women. There is a program called Human Development Initiatives Nigeria
(HDI) where they combined education and awareness about women’s rights along with
training on microfinance and business skills. They were able to widen these women’s
social networks and give them the tools to participate in the labor market as well as
influencing decisions and policies (Working Women’s Forum –WWF, 2000). Another
example, was in Ghana, where the author wrote that although the women were
overwhelmed with tasks and responsibilities, they were very proud and felt satisfied as
they were economically contributing to their household. The author also stressed on
how these programs were the only option for these women to have access to money, so
their incentives to repay was even stronger as they cannot have a bad credit record.
They helped women perform their traditional roles while having financial security to
face any social injustices or discrimination. This enhanced their self-confidence and
dignity from the knowledge they gained from these programs. Then they were
encouraged to join leadership roles afterwards (Ben Hamida, 2000). Another program
that was internationally recognized, called “felestiniya” (Female Palestinian) that was
launched by the Bank of Palestine. It targeted all women including those who were
employed or at home or an entrepreneur by offering fund and providing services that
meet their different needs. They offered loans to give them access to capital without the
requirement of a collateral. There was a unit for non-financial advisory services to train
women on managing their businesses or projects. Even the bank in 2016 paid their
projects’ registration fees in the chambers of commerce and industry (World Bank,
2018).
Therefore, interventions should expand to reach more women who are
vulnerable and disadvantaged, as some of these NGOs programs target women who are
already privileged with availability of resources and skills and fail to reach very poor,
disabled or elderly women or those who are living in remote areas (Mayoux, 2000).
Besides, there are programs that encourage mutual learning between ladies where
women entrepreneurs would start exchanging information and sharing their experiences
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to support and train other women and reduce costs (Mayoux, 2000). All the above
mentioned factors add to the value of the programs offered and may guarantee success
in achieving their goals. Simple minor inexpensive adjustments to programs’ design
can help women overcome the constraints they face like family or social pressures along
with mobility challenges (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). These adjustments would
accommodate women’s needs and enhance the outcomes, effectiveness and the
performance of the programs offered to tailor them just for women entrepreneurs
(Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). Eventually, it all revolves around preparing women
and youth to enter the labor market through providing them with the soft and technical
skills needed or offering second-chance programs to educate those who had to drop out
from schools (Barsoum, 2014). Second chance programs are those designed to teach
youth with all the cognitive skills like reading, writing and mathematics that they
missed by the time they left school (Kluve et al., 2016)
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III. Conceptual Framework
A. Theoretical Concepts
This study aims to explore women’s employment and entrepreneurship interventions
offered by NGOs in Egypt. This is through attempting to understand the types of
services offered to give women access to the strategic resources they need to either get
employed or become an entrepreneur whether through funds, skills or knowledge. The
services offered by NGOs represent opportunities for women as these services increase
their chances of participating in the labor market. The other focus in this study will be
the constraints NGOs address and the factors in the business environment that can affect
the effectiveness of these programs. NGOs and women should be aware of these factors
like laws, market conditions and the infrastructure (OECD, 2019).
There are various approaches to women economic empowerment, the approach
that was used to guide this study is the one used by Center for Women’s Empowerment
& Gender Equality in India for women’s empowerment in general where they identified
the domains that are integral to women’s empowerment process. These Domains are
represented in access, opportunities, awareness and mental space (Gressel et al., 2020).
Mental space was not covered in this study as cultural background and traditions are
not the focus of this research. The other study that guided this thesis was the one used
by OECD in its conceptual framework for OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook
in 2019. A comprehensive conceptual framework of SMEs and Entrepreneurship
(SMEs & E) addressed the Business environment and the Strategic resources
dimensions. This is shown in Figure one depicting each of the described research
variables. The business environment refers to the ecosystem where women’s
entrepreneurs do their businesses and grow and NGOs offer their services. They are
very vulnerable to any changes that can occur whether in the regulatory rules and
regulations, the market conditions and the infrastructure (OECD, 2019). The Strategic
resources refer to the extent of how women’s SMEs and entrepreneurs can access
funding (financial capital), the required skills (human capital) and the innovation assets
that represent technology, data, research and development (R&D), or networks etc.
(knowledge based capital). The idea is to understand what NGOs offer for women, how
they target their beneficiaries, what projects they choose to implement, how they
manage their relations and how they assess their services.
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This framework was specifically chosen because it represents an overall broad
picture of all the factors that should be available to support women to begin their startups and become entrepreneurs or employed by the help of NGOs. It helps identify the
key challenges that NGOs address when they offer their services. NGOs try to help
women by giving them access to each of the pillars in the access domain mentioned in
Figure one.
In the sustainable development agenda, SDG 5 is about achieving gender
equality and empowering all women and girls ("Goal 5 | Department of Economic and
Social Affairs", 2020) and SDG 8 is about full and decent employment opportunities
for everyone to achieve economic growth ("Goal 8 | Department of Economic and
Social Affairs", 2020), so any interventions that aim to take forward steps towards these
goals need to be analyzed and effectively coordinated. In order for NGOs to reach out
to women, expand their services and ensure that they are effective, potential constraints
that are obstructing these NGOs should be identified.
A more complete concept that can match with the study’s topic, should consider
along with all the pillars mentioned above in OECD Outlook in 2019, and the
framework about women’s empowerment in 2020, this thesis added the NGOs
interventions that offer access to finance, skills and innovative technologies to these
women which can represent a guide for policy makers to act upon these pillars and help
NGOs implement more orchestrated projects where there is a proper coordination
between service providers, beneficiaries and regulatory authorities through a unified
database.
OECD (2019) highlighted the basic six pillars that impact the environment and
the resources of women’s entrepreneurs and SMEs. The three pillars in the business
environment domain are the institutional framework, market conditions and the
infrastructure. As for the three pillars in the strategic resources domain, they are access
to finance, skills and innovation assets (OECD, 2019). All these pillars are included in
this study along with incorporating NGOs’ interventions to understand how they are
affected by the different pillars and the constraints NGOs address. . Although efforts
should work on all pillars in the conceptual framework at the same time, the
infrastructure and digitalizing the whole system should be a priority, the presence of a
database to track all the projects that are taking place and the beneficiaries should be
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connected with their national identification number to minimize the fragmentation of
NGOs services and avoid duplication of efforts or waste of resources.
1. NGOs Employment and Entrepreneurship Programs
These represent the interventions offered by NGOs to empower women economically
by having a source of income. This refers to the ‘Opportunities’ domain for women as
the services offered by NGOs are considered opportunities for women beneficiaries
whether through helping them get employed or become entrepreneurs. These programs
increase women’s chances to find employment opportunities or begin their start-ups
(Kluve et al., 2016). The arrows that are pointing downwards from NGOs programs
box in Figure one shows how NGOs provide different services for women represented
in the access domain whether through funding, skills training or using innovative
techniques to market their products.
In order to have a thorough analysis of these interventions, the focus will be to
understand how NGOs target their beneficiaries, what they do to start their projects,
how they manage their relations and how they assess the effectiveness of the services
offered and follow up with beneficiaries. For the arrows that are above the NGOs
programs box in Figure one, these arrows are moving in both ways to indicate how
these interventions are affected by all the pillars in the business environment along with
the impact of such interventions on the ecosystem as well. Even women entrepreneurs’
projects are affected by all these variables like the institutional and regulatory
framework, market conditions and infrastructure (OECD, 2019).
Moreover, the constraints aspect that hinder NGOs from achieving programs’
objectives are included in this study. There are various challenges that NGOs address
that will be covered in the findings. It is presented through an arrow moving to the left
in the opposite direction of the interventions arrow that is moving to the right. The
interventions arrow indicates NGOs progress in offering access pillars for women
through their programs while the constraints arrow is moving in the opposite direction
from the interventions arrow to show how these constraints can actually delay NGOs
from offering their services or stop women from starting their projects. Different
constraints will be identified under each pillar in the analysis part.
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2. The Strategic Resources
Below are the three pillars of the Strategic Resources in more details that represent the
‘Access’ domain offered for women by NGOs.
1- Access to finance
SMEs need access to sources of finance to start, innovate or grow (OECD,
2019). Bank funding is not a possible option for impoverished women
entrepreneurs as they usually need a collateral and high transaction costs. That
is why they go to NGOs to ask for funding to help them begin their projects.
Women entrepreneurs remain undercapitalized, they even need awareness on
financial skills and how to manage their projects (OECD, 2019). NGOs
themselves face funding challenges too and they offer services according to the
availability of funds as well as donors’ interests.
2- Access to skills
Efforts to enhance entrepreneurship competencies have increased, yet people
are still not confident to begin their start-ups (OECD, 2019). Women
entrepreneurs find difficulty in pricing, marketing or managing their projects as
mentioned in the literature. There are some skills that need developing in order
to manage and sustain a business or get employed. Skills development starts
from the education stage along with curriculums in schools that should be skillsbased. Also, it includes access to trainings offered whether vocational trainings
to teach women some handicrafts or social life skills competencies to develop
women’s capacities in general to try matching women’s skills with market
needs.
3- Access to innovation assets
This represents the knowledge-based capital, where businesses increase their
capacity from technology intensive activities (OECD, 2019). In this study,
research and development is essential to NGOs as they conduct research studies
on the market and women needs before designing their programs. Then the
information and communications technology (ICT) plays an important role to
reach out for more women beneficiaries through social media or NGOs
websites. After that, these women market their products through online
platforms to be able to expand their networks and increase their sales.
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Innovative ideas is vital for women to keep their projects going and essential
for NGOs to offer creative sustainable programs.
3. The Business Environment
Below are the three pillars of the Business Environment explained in more details
representing the ‘Awareness’ domain, as both NGOs and women should be aware of.
All the below pillars affect the success and the effectiveness of NGOs employment
and entrepreneurship programs as well as the survival of women’s projects.
1- Institutional and regulatory framework conditions for SMEs and NGOs
Although governments are exerting efforts towards reducing bureaucracy and
improving the procedures to begin a start-up, the complexity of the procedures
is still a major challenge for SMEs and entrepreneurs (OECD, 2019). Moreover,
NGOs face regulatory restrictions when offering their services to women. High
costs are paid to follow all the administrative requirements and procedures take
a long time. Any new laws, rules and regulations affect the performance of
SMEs and NGOs. Any employment regulations, taxation policies, registration
rules affect women entrepreneurs.
2- Market conditions
There are vast market opportunities for SMEs and Entrepreneurs to access
different markets whether locally or internationally (OECD, 2019). There are
various challenges for women entrepreneurs to enter these markets. The market
conditions highly affect how women’s projects can grow and expand.
Furthermore, NGOs should be aware of the market conditions to offer services
that can benefit women to meet market needs. Entrepreneurs started accessing
e-platforms and selling their products online to overcome the pandemic
restrictions, even before Covid-19, women were still struggling to market their
products and reach their customers.
3- Infrastructure
This represents the dynamic ecosystem where businesses operate including
physical, digital and networks’ infrastructure. Ensuring an efficient fair access
to strategic resources depends on a well-functioning infrastructure (OECD,
2019). Governments facilitate and supervise all the efforts exerted to help
women participate in the labor market and invest money to implement their
projects. Governments should coordinate all the services and make use of the
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partnerships with NGOs to enable more women to become economically
empowered. The infrastructure includes the transportation and logistics which
is considered an obstacle in this study as women find difficulty in commuting
as well as NGOs in reaching out for women in far areas. It also includes the
internet and telecommunications which is considered a very big challenge
especially in rural areas along with R&D and innovation. NGOs can share their
knowledge and experience as well as women entrepreneurs to inspire more
women and share their success stories through a unified platform. The lack of a
connected database that connects all NGOs with the Ministry of social solidarity
is diminishing the real impact of the services offered to support women
beneficiaries.
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B. Applying the Conceptual Framework on Women’s Employment &
Entrepreneurship Programs in Egypt
Figure One visualizes the knowledge blocks guiding this study.

Business Environment
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Finance
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Interventions
Figure One: Conceptual Framework
Source: Author’s analysis based on OECD (2019) and Gressel et al. (2020)
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Women Economic Empowerment

Constraints

IV. Research Methodology
A. Qualitative Research Design
This study follows a qualitative research design aiming to explore the different
interventions offered by NGOs to empower women economically through training them
with the required qualifications to find job opportunities or funding and mentoring them
to become entrepreneurs. This is mainly to identify the constraints they address in
offering their services to women beneficiaries along with the factors in the business
environment that affect the effectiveness of these programs. The topic of NGOs
employment and entrepreneurship programs is vast, which required interviewing key
service providers to acquire a comprehensive overview of this subject. Qualitative
research design is precisely selected for this study as it was very crucial to understand
the situation from NGOs’ perspective. Qualitative design is used when “studying an
issue or a situation in detail holistically and in context, focusing on interpretations and
processes” (Punch, 2006). Moreover, qualitative research design enables insightful
human interaction and allows room for exploration through the data collected from
interviews that represents a construction site for knowledge (Marshall & Rossman,
2015). Research questions are of exploratory nature to answer the hows and the whys
which can only be acquired through qualitative research methods to understand more
about people’s experiences (Silverman, 2016).

B. Overall Research Strategy
The main research strategy applied in this study is interviewing. This is done for the
purpose of collecting primary data from key informants like CEOs, managing directors,
program managers or staff members working in different NGOs who offer women
economic empowerment programs. These interviewees were chosen in particular as
they have been working in direct contact with women beneficiaries and have been
offering employment and entrepreneurship services for more than two years. Their
work at the NGO entails their full understanding about the types of services offered,
the process of delivering these services and the constraints they address. For
triangulation purposes, the data collected from interviews were verified against
secondary sources collected about these NGOs from the internet to have an overall idea
about the different services offered by these NGOs to empower women economically
whether through employment or entrepreneurship to ensure reliability and validity of
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the collected data. The aim of collecting data was to understand the constraints NGOs
usually address pre the pandemic, but then interviews were conducted when Egypt
started the lock down procedures during the Covid-19 crisis, which intensified the
challenges for both women and NGOs.
The qualitative data was collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews
through one to one meetings with the selected interviewees through Zoom due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. Data collection extended for eight months from March 2020 till
October 2020. The duration of the interviews ranged between one hour and one and a
half hour each. Before and during the data collection, these key informants have been
working with women beneficiaries in employment and entrepreneurship projects in
NGOs in Egypt. A set of interview questions were prepared before the meetings to
ensure consistency and develop a clear picture on the nature of NGOs who offer women
economic empowerment services in Egypt. It made it easier to compare, analyze and
develop the different themes in this study. Questions were asked to understand the
different interventions for women employment or entrepreneurship, how NGOs deliver
their services, the factors in the business environment that affect the effectiveness of
their programs and what they do to tackle the addressed challenges. Detailed questions
came up during the interviews to clarify certain issues. An interview guide is attached
in the annex at the end of the thesis.

C. Sample Selection
Purposive sampling is used in this study to choose the key informants. The rationale for
selecting this sampling framework is due to the specific nature of the topic on the types
of services offered by NGOs in Egypt, more specifically women’s employment and
entrepreneurship programs. NGOs who offer these services were chosen as they have
specific knowledge and expertise in these kinds of services. Those who offer most of
the services that can help empower women economically in a holistic approach. The
selection was done by searching online on those NGOs in a way that ensures that any
woman who wants to reach out and find them, can easily do. NGOs were emailed to
check their willingness on conducting interviews to be able to have a comprehensive
picture on the services offered specifically for women. This study also ensured diversity
by including any NGO that offer services in the form of bundled programs such as
training them, offering funds if they needed, marketing and selling their products and
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mentoring and counseling them for entrepreneurship or employability. These NGOs
have the same objective of supporting women to participate in the labor market and
contribute to the country’s economic growth. Based on this criteria a total number of
twelve one-on-one interviews were conducted. The interviewees included NGOs who
offer women economic empowerment services. These NGOs were included in the study
as they had the same mission. They focused on women and youth as they are the change
agents of any society. They concentrated on the economic empowerment aspect and
they worked on developing human capacities. These NGOs were ready to mentor,
support, give and share information and experience with women beneficiaries.
All interviews were conducted with local NGOs, primarily in Cairo, some have
branches in other governorates and some partner with other NGOs to reach out for
women in different governorates. The NGOs interviewed were, Alashanek ya Balady
(AYB), Gozour Foundation for Development, AWTAD (Association for Women's
Total Advancement and Development), Tawasol Egypt, Sawiris Foundation for Social
Development. Interviews were conducted with the people in charge of the services
offered for women beneficiaries for employment or entrepreneurship purposes. Some
CEOs and managing directors of certain NGOs agreed to conduct the interviews
themselves as they are fully aware of the whole process in offering the services and
some recommended project managers and staff members who are working on the
women economic empowerment interventions and closely working with women
beneficiaries, it all depends on the size of the NGO. All interviewees were females
except two informants were males. The following is a brief explanation for the activities
that each NGO offers.
Alashanek ya Balady (AYB): This NGO offers women’s economic
empowerment programs through different phases. The first phase is about training them
on business planning, feasibility study and project financial management. The second
phase is about business and financial counseling to help them make their business plan
template. The third phase is about access to funds by giving them loans to begin their
start-ups and the fourth phase is about access to market by helping them market for
their products either through their website or their booth in the shopping mall. These
are the services related to the entrepreneurship program. They have another program to
train graduates on skills for employability such as soft skills training like teambuilding,
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presentation and problem solving skills along with computer and English language
courses.
Gozour Foundation for Development: This NGO offers two programs for
women economic empowerment. One program related to women entrepreneurship and
another for qualifying women to work in the labor market. In the entrepreneurship
program, they offer vocational trainings on handicrafts, embroidery, leather products
and sewing according to women’s preferences and talents. Then they train them on
quality control, pricing, marketing techniques and how to make a feasibility study and
they connect them with funding agencies and also market for their products on their estore and mentor them along with offering life skills trainings if they needed. For the
employability program, they train them on various skills like presentation skills,
leadership, life skills and analytical thinking skills along with CV writing, English and
computer courses as well as interview skills. They connect them with employers and
offer coaching services if they need.
AWTAD (Association for Women's Total Advancement and Development):
This NGO offers three kinds of projects. The first one “Job Ready” (training for
employability), it offers different trainings to equip graduates to find employment
opportunities. They work with HR departments to secure job openings to offer decent
working conditions for women and recruit applicants. The second project “Anamel
Masreya” (handicrafts), it offers vocational training to those who are talented in arts
and Egyptian authentic crafts, also offer quality assurance trainings, pricing, packaging
and marketing their products locally and internationally through their website. The third
project “UP communities” (entrepreneurship), it offers guidance and mentorship from
the idea stage, to the start-up stage to the scaling up stage by connecting them with
different networks and mentoring them. They offered another program called GLOW
which is “giving leverage to women”. This handles the challenges that women face in
the areas of communication, decision making and self-esteem to help them overcome
some of these challenges.
Tawasol Egypt: This NGO focuses on helping low income families who are
living in slum areas and informal settlements in Cairo. Aside from the education and
health services, they offer vocational trainings on handicrafts and employ women to
provide them with a sustainable income. They provide these women with locally
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sourced materials to produce Egyptian hand-made products, ensures the output is of
good quality and the proceeds from the sale of these products are then given back to
their communities either in the form of wages or by implementing development projects
in their communities. They even work with the girls in the school they established to
teach them different arts and crafts beside their academic curriculum to encourage
parents to send them to school to continue their education. They market and sell all the
hand made products like carpentry, embroidery, crochet and kheyameya through their
Facebook page, their shop or through booths in bazaars.
Sawiris Foundation for Social Development: This NGO is mainly a funding
NGO that offers funds to other NGOs to implement projects that they supervise
especially in rural areas. The economic empowerment sector has the trainings and
employment programs as well as the micro enterprise development programs. The
employability program aimed at granting beneficiaries with life skills and work ethics
trainings to adapt with market needs, and then match them with job vacancies in a
network of Dutch and Egyptian partner companies. Trainings include English, IT,
marketing, sales, customer service and accounting along with other business ethics
trainings. The micro enterprising projects deliver diverse training programs, including
small business management, feasibility studies, effective marketing, and financial
inclusion. The project also offers vocational training programs and at the end of each
training program, beneficiaries receive funding for starting a new business, or for
expanding an existing business.

D. Data Analysis
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Facts and data collected from
interviews were coded in a systematic way by dividing data units and labeling these
units with a code then comparing these codes to search for themes. During the coding
process, some of the programs offered by NGOs were grouped into certain interventions
guided by the pillars in the conceptual framework like access to funds, skills and
innovation assets as well as the factors in the business environment like the laws, market
conditions and the infrastructure that affect the effectiveness of the services offered by
these NGOs. The literature researched was about women entrepreneurship and NGO’s
economic empowerment programs especially in Egypt to track the available body of
knowledge relevant to this study. Data was analyzed without the use of a software.
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Interviews were conducted in Arabic as this is the native language in Egypt as mostly
employees in Egypt in NGOs talk in Arabic and then translated my findings in English
as the research and the analysis were done in English.

E. Ethical Considerations
The consent of the Institutional Review Board has been obtained on the 29th of February
2020 before starting any interviews. Also, the consent of all the interviewees chosen
were sought before they participate in the interviews. All the data is protected in terms
of confidentiality and anonymity of the identity of all those who were involved in the
study. Every effort was made to ensure that the interviewees are comfortable with the
interviews and that the researcher was clear about the purposes of this data gathering
procedure. A statement was given verbally to the interviewees before conducting the
interview that their identity will be kept discreet, their names or their positions will
never be mentioned. Consent forms were used to ensure that all the information they
provide will be used only for research analysis purposes. Interviews were audio
recorded after taking the consent of the interviewees.

F. Study Limitations
One of the main limitations that was faced was the difficulty to reach some of the NGOs
who could be helping women through employment and entrepreneurship programs
especially during the Covid-19 pandemic as interviews were conducted online through
Zoom. Furthermore, key informants may be personally biased to the NGOs where they
work and wanting to answer the correct answers to the interview questions rather than
stating the reality to show how successful their projects were. Another source of
inference, considering the small sample size, the generalization of the findings may be
interpreted with carefulness. However, the study tried to find evidence of most of the
findings and compare what has been said by different interviewees when they agreed
on certain issues and the literature confirmed the same findings.
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V.

Data Analysis and Findings

The interviews provided useful information on the different interventions offered by
NGOs in Egypt designed to empower women economically either by helping them to
become employed or by becoming entrepreneurs. Throughout the data collection,
interviewees described the various programs they offer for women whether training,
micro financing and mentoring or recruitment services, while identifying the
constraints NGOs face when they offer their services. Interviewees then were asked to
describe the types of services offered under the different programs, how they target
their beneficiaries, how they manage their relations and networks as well as how they
assess the success of their services. Interviewees were asked about the factors in the
business environment that affect the effectiveness of their programs and what they did
to overcome any constraints.
Accordingly, primary data collected from interviews were clustered into three
themes. The analysis followed the thematic categories of the conceptual framework,
Access, Opportunities and Awareness domains. First, the services offered by NGOs
which includes all kinds of interventions to empower women economically where it
represents the Access domain whether NGOs offer women access to finance, skills or
innovation assets (Strategic Resources). Each of these services are offered under a
certain program where NGOs target women beneficiaries, deliver their projects,
manage their external relations and assess their program’s effectiveness. This is
discussed in the second section which represents the Opportunities domain for women.
After that, the Awareness domain is discussed, as both NGOs and women need to be
aware of all the conditions found in the regulatory laws, market and infrastructure to be
able to cope with any changes and overcome any constraints as well as taking advantage
of any opportunities.

A. The Access Domain
This domain represents the types of services offered by NGOs to empower women
economically whether through training, micro financing, marketing and selling
women’s products as well as mentoring and coaching them. These interventions include
access to finance, skills and innovative assets to meet their needs and help them become
employed or entrepreneurs.
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1. Access to Finance
This part of the analysis represents the services offered by NGOs under ‘the access to
funds’ pillar through funding women beneficiaries to begin their start-ups, train them
on financial skills to manage their businesses and help them acquire their identification
cards to increase their chances in accessing different services or formalizing their
businesses.
Micro financing for start-ups
Some women have projects that they want to implement but they do not have enough
funds. NGOs give them access to funds whether through them or through other funding
agencies to lend them the needed money to start their own projects. They just make sure
before lending these women that the projects they suggested are feasible and can gain
profits to make sure they will be able to pay their debts. NGOs want to ensure that they
will actually invest the money in their projects and not something else. This was
obvious in a project manager’s quote who is working in one of the NGOs:
“We make sure that their projects are feasible and that their products can sell.
If it is a small amount and she can borrow from her friends or neighbors, we
encourage her to do so instead of becoming indebted in the beginning of her
work life (…) some women took the money and started their business but some
took it to wed their daughters. Some were able to reach international markets
and others did not invest the funds in their projects (Project manager,
interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

NGOs support women to become entrepreneurs and mentor them if they need
any help, but it all depends on these women at the end. A CEO of one of the NGOs
added,
“In entrepreneurship, it is a bit twisted, because we prepare them with
financial skills to improve their financial literacy along with providing funds
but it all depends on them. What they are going to do with it, you cannot take
a woman or a man, and tell them you are ready now to start to be selfemployed, all you can do, is to prepare them with skills and help them if they
needed funding or coaching (CEO, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

NGOs can fund women and give them a loan or a grant to support them
financially. They care to assess the feasibility study of their projects to evaluate their
success and how they can sustain projects’ costs and how they would generate more
income so that women can pay for their debts. Micro entrepreneurs usually preferred to
acquire funds from informal sources like their friends or neighbors rather than formal
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moneylenders in what is called a ‘gameya’. Women living in impoverished areas
usually fear financial commitments that can send them to prison in case they could not
return their loans. Some women entrepreneurs do not have collaterals to acquire loans
from banks (Kluve et al., 2016). However, research has found that microfinance has
become a factor that helps in poverty alleviation and economic development (Cheston
& Kuhn, 2002). It has been recognized that poor entrepreneurs can considerably
contribute to the economic development of low-income countries. Many private, public
and non-profit organizations are providing loans to micro entrepreneurs along with
training them on different skills on how to manage their projects financially to ensure
that they will be able to repay their loans and guarantee the success of the financial
services offered from these organizations (Bhatt and Tang, 2001). Scholars wrote about
how microfinance became a very popular economic intervention to encourage women
integration and help them work to eliminate gender inequality and reduce poverty
(Barsoum, 2006). Giving loans to people will require substantial assessment for each
case from the NGO side. NGOs will offer micro financing services to those who have
a promising business plan and have potential to generate profit from their projects.
Microfinance initiatives are limited in Egypt. They represent a very small portion of the
services offered compared to the population and they do not have the chance to expand
and grow to become formalized (The Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018). Although
studies showed that microfinance is considered a vital tool for governments and
international aid agencies for community development strategies and women economic
empowerment (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002), still people are hesitant to take loans because
of the risks and the responsibilities associated with such commitment. Therefore, some
NGOs offer short term small lending opportunities and some offer a holistic approach
of skills training, coaching and funding to support women participate in the labor
market and start their businesses. Studies proved how microfinance decrease poverty
and hunger along with improving the quality of living where they can access better
services to enhance their social standard (Hamid & Nisser, 2017). Aside from access to
finance, they connect them with the right networks, put them on the right track, give
them mentorship if needed, support them and hope they would utilize all the available
resources properly to advance themselves and their company or their idea from the idea
stage to the business stage, and then from the business just starting to sustainability and
to growth where their projects can compete in markets. Funding is a tool to enable these
women to advance in their projects but the women are the only ones who can choose to
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succeed and keep their business going. Some succeeded and expanded till they reached
the international markets and some did not invest the funds in their projects. However,
NGOs continue to support women entrepreneurs through funding along with training
them on financial skills. Moreover, in order to access any of these services, women
should be registered formally in the system.
Helping women acquire their national identification cards
One of the very interesting services that NGOs offer to women beneficiaries is helping
them acquire their national identification cards. As some of these women are illiterate,
they raise their awareness and help them fill the applications, pay for its fees and can
accompany them to the nearest civil status registries to complete all the issuance
procedures. This is done to ensure their smooth access to any of the services offered by
NGOs or the public sector as well as formalizing their businesses. They found that some
of the women who applied to their programs did not have any official documents, they
did not have a birth certificate or any official identification. If they do not exist on the
system, how can they start their businesses and have any legal documents to protect
their rights. A staff member who is working as a program coordinator stated the
following:
“How can I empower this woman economically if she does not exist? She does
not have the right to anything. How can she own something or start and
register a project if she is not officially registered. It is a much intertwined
process for an NGO to say that we are empowering her economically. It is
more than finding her a source of income (Program coordinator, Interview in
Cairo, June, 2020)”.

A program manager stressed on the fact that women deprive themselves
from accessing any services if they are not registered or have an official
identification,
“We help women issue their national ID to be able to get their rights and
access the different services offered whether legal, medical or psychological.
We raise their awareness. Without her ID, she loses her right to any financial
support. She even does not have the right to inherit, as she cannot prove
anything without official documents. She cannot formalize her business
(Program manager, Interview in Cairo, March 2020)”

NGOs offered to help women in acquiring their identification cards as failing to
register someone upon birth, affects his or her possibility of participating in social,
political or economic life. When there are some vulnerable groups who are excluded
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from access to official credentials, their opportunities to exercise civil and social rights
are diminished. Even if registration of birth would never guarantee a person’s access to
proper health, education and social protection, the lack of these official documents
would deny them from exercising their basic rights (Harbitz & Tamargo, 2009). If any
citizens will interact with society or the public sector, they will need to be registered
with their official name and have a unique identification number. It is the government’s
duty to grant its citizens their birth registration as it is the first basic contract between
both parties to ensure access to services and responsibilities from both sides. A woman
beneficiary can approach any NGO and start benefiting from its services and can
receive funding and then approaches another NGO to obtain more services. The ID
number will help NGOs or the governing body (The Ministry of Social Solidarity) to
track the beneficiaries who benefited from NGOs’ services to overcome duplication of
efforts or wasting resources along with misusing resources that could have been
distributed efficiently among other women who need the services and have never had
the chance to benefit from them. Furthermore, in the quote mentioned above, it was
obvious that empowering women is not limited to providing them with a source of
income only. Although, studies have proved that when women have a source of income,
they can participate in the decision making and invest more in their education and health
(Barsoum, 2018a). Still, there are other factors that affect their empowerment, such as
the quality of their working conditions, the blaming culture they face when they cannot
cope to fulfil work and house chores along with the lack of support from their families
(Barsoum, 2018a), as well as their limited access to learn skills.
2. Access to Skills
This part of the analysis represents the types of interventions that fall under ‘the access
to skills’ pillar presenting all the trainings offered by NGOs so that women beneficiaries
would become employed or entrepreneurs. The first type of services is about vocational
training on handicrafts to improve women’s technical competencies and train them on
business skills and project management to enhance their business performance. The
second type of services is about soft skills and business ethics trainings along with
courses to prepare these women for employability such as English and computer
literacy courses along with CV writing and interviewee skills and offering them with
job placement services by connecting them with employers. The third type of services
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is the life skills training that revolves around working on developing women’s selfesteem, communications and decision making skills.
Workshops for women on handicrafts
NGOs found that some women are talented in specific crafts, but they were working
from home for their own use. They decided to teach these women how to turn their
talents into professional projects and start producing products that can be sold and
become a source of income. They wanted to enable them start their projects by
conducting different workshops or vocational trainings to these women along with
trainings that can help them implement and manage their projects. A project manager
noted in her interview,
“We made a deal with these women, to come work with us after teaching them
the handicrafts they liked. We made a workshop (mashghal) where she can
come and work and would have a salary for each day she comes. We taught
them how the quality of the products should be, the finishing and the colors
consistency (Project manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

A CEO in one of the NGOs summarized the handicrafts skills training as
follows.
“In the Handicrafts program, you raise their skills, help them to price and
cost. To standardize quality, to be able to be competitive and you take them to
markets. It is clear cut (…) even when they are technically good at something,
we provide feasibility study training, business planning, project financial
management to enhance the performance of their projects (CEO, interview in
Cairo, August, 2020)”.

NGOs realized that there is a need in the market to teach women how to make
use of their skillful hands and talents to begin working in a more professional way with
the quality that will enable them to sell their products in the market and make profits.
They offered women these workshops to teach them how to sew and design different
products as well as helping them plan their businesses, price their products and then
financially manage it to help them with the implementation of their projects. NGOs
offered workshops related to handicrafts as most of the women are usually very talented
in these fields and they know how to sew and want to learn how to design jewelry or
leather products or embroidery and want to start to plan their own projects. Research
has found that Entrepreneurship training programs have focused on building
individual’s knowledge and skills to start operating their enterprises (Robb, Valerio and
Parton, 2014). The content of these trainings should be based on the participants’ needs
and preferences of what they like to do or what they can do to ensure that these
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workshops would be of added value to the recipients to help them become entrepreneurs
in their handmade products where they can excel in and come up with creative ideas.
Some NGOs agreed to accommodate these women’s needs by providing them with the
materials needed and the workspace in return for a salary or a percentage from the
revenue from the sales of these products. NGOs offered trainings on how to make a
feasibility study or plan their businesses along with project financial management to
improve their management skills when they begin their start-ups. Research has shown
that business trainings improved women small businesses and had a positive effect on
their profits (Buvinić & Furst-Nichols, 2014). Some NGOs offered business skills
trainings as well for employability.
Soft skills Trainings to gain business ethics and preparation courses for
employability
NGOs offer English language and computer courses along with CV writing and
interviewee skills. They also conduct soft skills trainings to female graduates to
maximize their chances of finding job opportunities and developing business ethics to
be able to deal with employers or clients. Then they connect them with employers.
Unfortunately, they found that graduates did not have the needed soft skills like
teamwork, leadership, problem solving or business ethical behaviors to manage their
projects or handle customers. This was obvious from the following quotes,
“Some skills are lacking. The labor market is very competitive. When she
completes our training, she will be ready, competent and capable of applying
for a job opportunity and work with what she learnt from our programs (...)
the girl needs to learn how to answer a phone call or send an email
professionally, or how to deal with her colleagues or customers (Program
manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”

A CEO highlighted the significance of training them on business ethics,
“If she is well educated, she will be more capable of taking decisions. Before
we invest in the hand, we have to invest in the head, if graduates cannot write,
they are unqualified. Even if they have a certificate, this does not mean he/she
knows the basics of business ethics or how to deal with clients (CEO, Interview
in Cairo, June, 2020)”.

For the preparation courses they offer to increase the chances of female
graduates in becoming short listed and performing better in employment interviews, a
program coordinator stated,
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“We provide them with English courses and computer navigation skills. Also,
we offer CV writing and interviewee skills as well as how to handle interviewer
questions and what to expect. In some cases, we connect them with employers
and provide self-discovery trainings and mentor and coach these women along
with following up with them for three to six months (Program coordinator,
Interview in Cairo, June, 2020)”.

When NGOs realized that graduates lack skills that enable them compete in the
labor market as the education they received in public schools were not skills based and
focused on the exams’ grades. Students had a small chance of developing skills that
would enable them succeed in the work environment whether they would decide to
apply for a job or to start their own projects. From reading more about entrepreneurial
activity development, research stated that countries need to encourage women by
providing them with the proper knowledge, capabilities, business skills, and behavioral
traits as a mean to support them (Reynolds et al., 2001). Usually when these women
decide to start their own projects, they become self-employed and their projects’
success depends on their competencies, knowledge and skills to respond quickly to the
dynamic market. NGOs will not be able to reach all the graduates out there so
curriculums in schools should be skills based to prepare them for the labor market.
According to the literature, education is the main tool to enhance the students’ skills
and attitudes. If women are well equipped with the skills that will enable them manage
their enterprises, maybe the stereotype of women’s primary role as care givers would
develop and people would see them as a valuable asset that can add to the economy
(Anugwom, 2009). Then they can choose to apply and get employed or choose to
become entrepreneurs and begin their start-ups. In both cases, they should be equipped
with the needed skills to participate in the labor market and deal with different clients.
NGOs offered programs about self-discovery to explore these women’s preferences,
CV writing, handling interviews and soft skills, customer service, business ethics and
etiquette as well as English language and computer literacy skills. They provided
coaching and mentoring for the girls when they finish all these trainings to help them
plan for the next steps, and what are the goals that they want to achieve and how will
they achieve it, then they followed-up with them for three to six months to check if they
started working or not. They may help them find a job opportunity for them or connect
them with the right channels and support them to begin their businesses. Moreover, they
work on building their personality and self-confidence too.
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Life skills interventions that boost women’s self-esteem that reflects on their work
After working with women for several years across different age groups, some NGOs
went to basics, they started working with women on their life skills even if it is
something related to their personality, they realized how personal traits can positively
reflect on business. They have encountered with some women who have a fear of saying
“No”. They do not have the tools to express themselves without the fear of being
misunderstood. NGOs do not only work on improving business skills to equip women
to participate in the labor market, they also work on life skills like self-esteem,
communication and decision making that should have been developed when they were
children. A managing director noted in her interview,
“There is a common denominator faced by some women aging 21 to 45 years
across all sectors, we identified and we addressed it. It focuses on women in
the areas of communication, decision making and self-esteem. When we
tackled these issues to develop these women, it impacted their business
performance positively (Managing director, interview in Cairo, August,
2020)”.

NGOs found that some of the women are emotional and they started teaching
them on how to take decisions in business based on analysis, a CEO stated:
“We shouldn’t take decisions with our emotions. Which is the first thing that
women do. They need to go through the natural process of analyzing a
decision. Then balancing it with their hearts, as some women do not have the
courage to say “NO” (CEO, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

Another program manager also highlighted how women’s confidence impact
their work life, so they worked on this issue too:
“When we tackled this issue, we found a great impact and improvement in the
way they feel about themselves. How happy they are, and how they handle the
challenges that’s thrown on them from the outside world (…) Women can get
equal pay like men in Egypt, but they need to be able to discuss it, negotiate it,
like men do. It exists because women accept lesser things (Program manager,
interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

Some business skills are very important to prepare women for the labor market,
but some other basic life skills would hinder women from progressing if they lacked
those skills. NGOs started working on life skills interventions as they saw how they
make a difference. NGOs mentioned three common denominators, which are
communication, decision making and self-esteem. They worked with different women
from the age of 21 all the way to the age of 45. They found that challenges differed
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across those three age groups. When NGOs worked with them, they found that it was
very common among women to face challenges in expressing themselves or in taking
decisions which affected their self-esteem. It was found whether these women were
working or whether they were stay at home mothers, or self-employed, every one of
them faced these challenges but different degrees of it. One of the most common issues
was communication. Some women find it difficult to say no. They do not know how to
express themselves. Even if they finally say ‘No”, they may either be aggressive or they
may feel guilty about it. And in all cases, this is not a solution, because they will have
to say no in a lot of ways in business and in life in general. It all goes back to their
ability to voice their needs whether asking for a raise or expressing that they do not like
something at work. Most women keep these things inside, they keep baring them until
the eruption point. And then they move on, which is not always very useful. It is not
helpful especially in business. It is not even healthy in personal life. NGOs realized
that they need to work on these factors with women. If women can freely express
themselves and are equipped with these basic skills, they will excel in their work life.
Although business and vocational trainings are crucial for women to help them find
better employment opportunities, lacking some life skills can hinder these women from
progressing in their work. NGOs also trained women on the mechanism of decision
making. They trained them to use their brains with a mechanism and then they balance
it with their hearts. In the above quote, the program manager mentioned that some
women accept lesser things, which matches with the evidence from the literature that
revealed that the majority of women usually tend to perceive themselves as incapable
of succeeding as managers in top positions, or entrepreneurs as business owners
(Kyrgidou and Petridou, 2013). Moreover, when NGOs started working on providing
these life skills trainings for women beneficiaries, they found out that these women
performed better and impacted their work positively as they felt better about
themselves. The literature suggests similar findings as women empowerment revolves
around how they feel about their self-worth, their freedom to make choices, and their
influence to control their lives (Hamid & Nisser, 2017). In terms of self-esteem, they
found that women tend to downsize their achievements as a business person or an
entrepreneur fearing that someone would think they are bragging about themselves.
They tend to stay on a shaming ground. This indicates how if women were raised in a
way to boost their self-esteem or were taught how to express themselves and
communicate their needs or take decisions, they will be able to develop themselves and
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improve the way they handle any obstacles at their work. This is why business and life
skills are essential for the development of women along with training them on using
innovative techniques to reach their customers and sell their products.
3. Access to Innovation Assets
This part of the analysis covers the types of interventions that fall under ‘the access to
innovation assets’ pillar to enable women entrepreneurs market their products and
expand their businesses by connecting them through innovative techniques. NGOs offer
to market women’s products through their exhibitions, e-stores or websites and train
these women on digital marketing and how to use social media to reach out for more
customers to sell their products in order to increase their sales and expand their profits
to be able to grow their businesses.
Advanced sales techniques, Access to markets, networks and technology
The interviews with NGOs as part of this study showed that it was very common for
women to find difficulty in pricing, marketing their products or finding the right
consumer to sell them their goods. This was the case with some of the women who
enrolled in the programs offered by NGOs. The following quote by a project manager
in an NGO illustrated how some women lack the knowledge of pricing and marketing.
He summarized how they helped women reach their customer saying:
“When women started their project, they usually find difficulty in marketing
and selling their products. They have limited networks and some do not have
internet access. We usually help them by displaying these products through an
exhibition or a booth inside a mall or through our Facebook page” (Project
manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020).

Another program coordinator noted that access to networks is crucial for
women entrepreneurs to sell their products,
“Ladies come and tell us, you brought me the materials needed and you taught
me the know-how but I do not know how to market and I cannot go out of the
village. All the people around me won’t be able to buy as they are all poor,
that what made us think of having an exhibition to display these women’s
products (Program coordinator, interview in Cairo, June, 2020)”.

Women want to learn how to price, market and sell their products and they
sometimes partner with these NGOs and work with them so that they can help them
with the marketing and sales. NGOs offered this service as a channel to market these
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women’s products. They teach them how to make a feasibility study as mentioned in
the access to skills section, and teach them how to know if the market need this kind of
products or is it saturated. Interviewees mentioned that these women find difficulty in
marketing their products due to their limited networks. Some of these women do not
have access to the internet. NGOs encourage women to think out of the box, and find
new creative ideas to reach their customers and find ways to market their products and
maintain the required quality to be able to expand their projects. Some NGOs created
e-stores to help them sell their products through the website as some of them were shy
to deal with the end customer due to cultural restrictions and some developed their own
online platform to market and sell their products. Research found that women
entrepreneurs now want to learn about marketing management and adopt the new
techniques. However, they are still limited in their resources and have little access to
market (Jayammal, 2012). Studies also showed that marketing capabilities are key to
the success of any business and they are critical determinants of how well a firm is
performing. A woman entrepreneur’s marketing capability helps her seize opportunities
as they arise and is key to the continuity of her project (Welsh et al., 2017). Therefore,
it is vital for these women to offer them innovative tools to help them sustain and grow
their businesses to reach out for more customers. This is now done through social media
or online platforms.
The social media is a vital tool in reaching out
NGOs found out that the best mechanism to reach out for women beneficiaries is to use
the social media to guarantee a quick and an expanded outreach for the largest number
of candidates. They post all their announcements on their platform along with their
achievements to market for their services. A CEO of one of the NGOs included in this
study talked about the significance of the social media along with holding events that
can keep NGOs active all the time in the scene:
“The best thing is to use social media, Facebook, WhatsApp, or events that
are happening all over the place. Being part of networks, that’s how you
outreach. Unfortunately, not all women beneficiaries have access to the
internet or know how to use the latest technologies (CEO, interview in Cairo,
August, 2020)”.
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A program manager also confirmed that it is the most common tool used by the
different NGOs through their communications department to reach beneficiaries and
also a tool for women entrepreneurs to reach out for customers.
“Like all NGOs, the communications unit is responsible for the social media
platform, they do all the outreach campaigns, as well as women beneficiaries
who sell their products, they use our platforms or through their pages as a
marketing tool (Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

Technology has played an important role in connecting people together. Social
media has made it very easy to reach out and contact many people. It is one of the fastest
tools to spread any announcements. NGOs report their success stories on the page to
encourage more women to join, they are always active and replying to any inquiries or
questions on their pages. Moreover, they train women beneficiaries to create online
pages to post their products to expand their market segments and reach more customers
by marketing their products online. The main issue is that the ultra-poor might not have
access to these platforms, whether events, social media and the different mobile
applications. Although technology saved a lot of time and efforts in reaching out for
women beneficiaries and it helped women from different backgrounds to know about
different NGOs and the services they provide, there is a huge segment that would still
need the services NGOs provide, but they do not have access to social media. Studies
have found that 1.7 billion women do not own mobile phones especially in developing
countries (World Bank, 2018). It is not only about phones, but it is also about access to
the internet. There is a great need to invest in technology and telecommunications
infrastructure to offer digital services at lower costs to far away women all over the
country, for them to be aligned about the presence of NGOs services and the support
that they can offer to help them, along the financial services that can enhance their lives
and become independent when they have a source of income. Studies showed that the
percentage of females who are using internet and social media increases with education
and wealth (World Bank, 2018). Access to innovation assets like technology and
networks for marketing is crucial for women entrepreneurs to sustain their projects.
There are various opportunities available offered by NGOs and great efforts exerted
from the government side but the lack of synchronization between different
stakeholders are reducing the impact of supporting women entrepreneurs.
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B. The Opportunities Domain
This domain represents the interventions offered by NGOs represented in NGOs’
women employment and entrepreneurship programs covering issues related on how
NGOs target their women beneficiaries, what projects they choose to implement, how
they manage their external relations as well as how they assess these interventions to
ensure their effectiveness.
1. Targeted beneficiaries
This section covers how donors’ interests may affect targeted beneficiaries and how
the design of each program affects the criteria for choosing women beneficiaries
depending on their educational level.
The interest areas of donors who grant funding opportunities affect the target
segment of NGOs
NGOs have to be constantly updated in case any donor has grant funding opportunities
like a call for proposals. They need to start designing a proposal when the donor’s
criteria matches their vision. One managing director in these NGOs noted how it is a
shifting scene and NGOs have to cope with different needs from the beneficiaries’ side
and at the same time, they would be securing funds from donors that have the same
vision as theirs, so it is a very dynamic environment,
“This is a shifting scene. You cannot say I depend on only 1 or 2 donors, we
depend on securing funds so we get them wherever they are available, and
fitting the needs and goals of the organization (…) You usually have a vision
and then the donors come in. They support the vision according to what you
have presented from that vision (Managing director, interview in Cairo,
August, 2020)”.

It is true that every NGO has a vision and a mission, but sometimes the donor
can affect NGOs’ choices. If there is a funding opportunity, NGOs can deviate from
their plans based on the donor’s preferences. NGOs design their projects to fit the
donors’ plans. A program manager noted:
“As an NGO, you cannot impose your plans on donors, they have their plans,
and they are the funders. Usually the donor has a specific vision that he wants
to implement through your NGO. It depends on the project we will work on, it
depends on the target group of the donor or the country’s direction (Program
manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

Another program manager stated that,
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“We sometimes prefer to work with local donors instead of waiting for
approvals to receive funds from international ones. Although international
donors provide larger funds, we then have to choose to either work for 6
months and help 500 women versus waiting for approvals, knowing that we
will get funds that can cover 3000 women but on a longer time span (Program
manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

Some NGOs offer the services to everyone to both males and females, but when
the donors asked to focus more on women or handicrafts, they designed projects
specifically for this purpose for women as they are talented in handicrafts, and
sometimes it depends on the country’s direction or the current situation in Egypt, which
segment needs more support or services to help them. It also depends on the strategic
plan of the NGO, whom they want to work with. It depends on their plan. They
mentioned that local private firms may take shorter time in getting approvals compared
to international entities, but international donors provide larger funds and with a bigger
budget, so it is easier to expand the number of beneficiaries. So it all depends on the
timeline, the amounts of funds and the target segment of the project itself. NGOs seem
to have different preferences to approach donors, like the budget, duration and the
targeted beneficiaries. All this will affect their willingness to approach the donor or if
they are a local or an international donor. Donors’ interests affect the kind of services
offered by NGOs as well as the target beneficiaries. The source of funding may direct
NGOs in providing their services. Usually they have common visions or missions that
they want to achieve, but NGOs tend to change their target segment according to the
funding agencies’ directions since it is in the same field of development, they are
willing to align the design of their programs to match donors’ criteria as the
implementation of NGOs’ programs depend on the availability of funds. Research has
stated that funds that cover NGOs services depend on donors’ interests or initiatives.
Therefore, such programs are donor driven and unfortunately efforts are not
coordinated or orchestrated among the funding agencies, NGOs, the public sector or
the beneficiaries (Barsoum, 2006). If for any reason donors do not want to support
women, NGOs will not have the funds to cover their projects for women economic
empowerment. This implies the importance of social enterprising, where NGOs and
women produce products to generate revenues. Moreover, the government should
support women entrepreneurs and partner with both NGOs and the private sector to
help more women from different backgrounds or educational levels to excel in their
projects.
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Programs offered affect the criteria for choosing women beneficiaries
The criteria used to target women beneficiaries differ according to the program offered
where NGOs do the design accordingly. NGOs sometimes target university students
who are well educated if they want them to become entrepreneurs or help them become
employed, while they target less educated women in the handicrafts program. A
managing director pointed out how their target beneficiaries change according to the
services offered by the NGO and depend on the program itself:
“For startup programs, it targets university students, the ones who have new
ideas. They have to be educated. Unlike, handicrafts program, it could be any
one who is talented (…) for the entrepreneurship scale up program, you should
have had a business already for over three years. So every program has its
own criteria (Managing director, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

A project manager confirmed the same fact like the other NGOs that women
beneficiaries are targeted based on the projects criteria and goals,
“Some projects target vulnerable women and some target fresh graduate girls
who want to start their own projects. The amounts of funds differ according to
the target segment (…) the entrepreneurship programs require educated
women as they need to include a creative business model for their projects to
show that there is a potential to grow and develop if you invest in them (Project
manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

A program coordinator confirmed how each service affect the criteria
for choosing the qualifications of women beneficiaries,
“Entrepreneurship programs are limited to educated university graduates
who have creative ideas. The loan ranges from 10k to 50k. While handicrafts
programs target those who are talented but there is no need for them to have
completed their education. For funding projects in impoverished areas, they
target those who can read and write as they will manage a whole project and
the loan ranges from 3k to 15k (Managing director, interview in Cairo, March,
2020)”.

This is very logical as they need to ensure that the beneficiaries will have the
basic capabilities that will help them achieve the goals of the programs offered. They
design

their

programs

and

choose

their

targeted

segments

accordingly.

Entrepreneurship programs are designed for educated university graduates as their
projects are more advanced and need professional expertise that is why they receive
larger loans compared to less educated beneficiaries. While handicrafts programs do
not require women beneficiaries to have completed their education. For those living in
impoverished areas, they should know how to read and write to ensure their ability in
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managing their small businesses. This indicates the nature of their projects, they can be
selling fruits and vegetables or buy a machine at home and work on it. In rural areas, it
is related to raising animals or poultry, it is usually hard for these women to take any
loans from banks as they do not have the required collateral However, it implies that
those women who did not have the chance to continue their education, would struggle
to begin their startups or find funding or employability chances. There has to be some
programs that would help this segment of women. They also have the right to become
economically independent and participate in the labor market. It also shows how
dropping out from schools can impact women in their futures and leave them with very
limited options like handicrafts if they thought of working. All this because they cannot
read or write or unable to attend trainings, learn or develop their capacities. This
confirms what is found in the literature, that women economic empowerment can be
achieved through their economic participation. This can actually happen only if funds
were invested in the first place in all human basic endowments like education, social
protection, economic opportunities, etc. without excluding any of them to succeed and
help these women realize their full potential to add value to their country’s economic
growth (Herrfahrdt-Pähle & Rodenberg, 2012). The social resources that equip women
like education, business knowledge and trainings open women’s chances to expand
their productive capacity and raise their economic output (Mayoux, 2000). Literature
about women economic empowerment confirmed that no one should be left behind,
women who are in extreme poverty no matter what their circumstances are should be
included in the services offered by NGOs (Samman et al., 2018). The fact that targeted
segments and donor’s interests guide NGOs in designing their programs, urge the need
to have a connected database so that the Ministry of Social Solidarity would track the
programs offered along with the beneficiaries and provide services to those who were
excluded. Another step is done before starting the implementation of these programs,
the beneficiaries’ screening process usually takes place and pilot testing afterwards.
2. Applicants Screening and Pilot Testing
This section covers how applicants go through a screening process before they can
enroll and benefit from NGOs services and how NGOs start with a pilot as a trial before
implementing the whole project.
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Beneficiaries screening process is essential for effectiveness
NGOs have to conduct a screening process to all applicants to ensure that those who
are selected to enroll in the programs will actually benefit from their services. They also
try to amend their programs to meet with beneficiaries’ needs. This is a critical step to
ensure that the funds that were invested would not go to waste. A CEO of one of the
NGOs mentioned,
“We always make face to face interviews after screening all applications, or
even virtual calls, but we always perform a sort of screening process. We can
then take into consideration timings requests or to offer trainings in certain
fields to accommodate women’s needs (CEO, interview in Cairo, August,
2020)”.

A program coordinator talked about how some women misuse the services
offered by stating,
“Some women attend trainings to take the allowance or to spend some time
and socialize. We try to make sure that attendees really need the trainings,
workshops or funding. We conduct vulnerability assessment to identify the
barriers they face (Program coordinator, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

Another program manager stressed on how the screening process is important
in the case of microfinance, where they lend money to beneficiaries,
“In case of microfinance, we go visit the beneficiaries in their houses to
conduct a case study ( )بحث حالةto assess their case to ensure that they really
deserve the help (…) after that, we like to conduct an orientation session so
that we are all standing on common grounds and everything is clear to
everyone (Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

NGOs do not want to waste their money or their time, so they perform a sort of
assessment to all the candidates who applied for a certain program as they will need to
ensure that the women who will benefit from their services matches with the criteria
they are looking for. At the same time, they need to address the challenges these women
are facing to ensure that the services offered would solve their concerns. In the selection
process, applicants fill an application form that has all the basic information needed that
goes through filtration, then NGOs interview many candidates who matches the criteria,
and they are asked certain questions about their seriousness and their objectives from
the offered trainings to assess if they will really benefit from their services or not. They
need to evaluate their willingness in getting employed or starting their businesses or
repaying any loans. This kind of screening is done to confirm that the selected
candidates will benefit from the services offered and help these women to become
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employed or begin their start-ups and if they really need the support in case they will
receive funds to begin their projects. Also, this step is done to evaluate the kinds of
services the applicants are looking for and if they have any limitations that are hindering
them from working. Research has showed that smart design features in NGOs services
and training programs can yield positive outcomes economically if the design helped
in overcoming gender related constraints that women face (Buvinić & O'Donnell,
2019). Moreover, the application that is filled by beneficiaries depend on the integrity
of these women. Unfortunately, there is no mechanism where NGOs can verify if the
selected women who passed the screening process received the same services from
another entity or another NGO whether trainings or funds. The availability of a unified
system among all NGOs that connects them together to show the different services
being implemented and the women who are benefiting from these services is essential
to ensure services’ efficiency. Another thing that NGOs do, is that they start with a pilot
before implementing the project to fine-tune the process and enhance its effectiveness.
A pilot is tried out before launching the whole project
In order to start implementation, NGOs test their projects by trying out a pilot that
represents their program but on a smaller scale, when the pilot proves its success, they
start launching the whole project. They do it to ensure that the services offered are
meeting beneficiaries’ needs, or if they need to make any amendments in the design of
the program or the process of implementing it. A program manager stated,
“Usually, we start with a pilot with a specific small batch of people to be able
to get people’s feedback ()تجسي نبض الناس. Just to ensure if the service you are
offering really matches their needs or not. If there are any amendments or
modifications needed. You have the basics as you start but it matures as you
grow (Program manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

Adjustments are made to enhance the services offered and they gain experience
by time. A managing director noted,
“You have to do adjustments all the time after a pilot. Although you have the
knowledge and experience, there is always something that pops up. The minute
some stages are okay, we start them. It is sometimes overlapping or working
in parallel to the pilot happening, then we roll out the program (Managing
director, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

Most of the time, the NGOs that were included in this study, start with a pilot
to help them get the beneficiaries’ feedback especially if it is a new project to them.
They prefer to test how everything will go and then actually apply what they learnt from
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the pilot experience, if there are any amendments that can be implemented. The
literature confirmed that in order to ensure the success of these programs, gender
matters should be intentionally incorporated during the designing and the
implementation of the programs (Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019). They may need to
change things in the trainings they are providing according to the women’s needs. The
pilot is also done to assess their experience and how did the trial go. It is crucial to
ensure that the plan or the design of the program is efficient. There are certain things
that might arise that would require the NGOs to change in some certain things to ensure
that the process is implemented and managed in the right way. As they progress, the
project grows and matures. If there was an online organized exchange of knowledge
platform for similar projects, they will save the time and the resources invested in
conducting pilots before their projects’ implementation and would directly implement
projects that were tested previously by other NGOs and manage it accordingly after
learning from others’ experience. NGOs should share their experience and coordinate
activities to synchronize the efforts.
3. Relations Management
This section covers how some of the NGOs manage their relations and build
connections to continue offering services in the development field. Strong networks
help NGOs deliver better services
Managing relations and building connections are critical in the development field
Keeping good relations is key for sustainability in the development field. NGOs have
to stay in touch with all their partners whether they are local or international donors,
trainers, and volunteers or other NGOs. They need to manage their external relations to
continue working or expand their projects. A CEO of one of the NGOs stated:
“Once you get in development, more than anything else, it’s about relations.
It is about networks, you always have to be connected to different people, talk,
meet, present ideas, hear their plans, their interests, which direction are they
taking, so that you can create smart programs that can suit and fit their needs,
and fit more your needs in what you want to do (CEO, interview in Cairo,
August, 2020)”.

A program manager mentioned that communication channels are always open
to make use of any opportunity that may arise,
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“Communications unit attends events to expand our relations, networks and
the NGOs’ database to make new partnerships. They maintain open channels
with current partners or old ones to extend the relationship and start working
on new projects together and expand our services (Program manager,
interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

The development field is all about networks. NGOs have to keep good relations
with donors or partners whether from the private or the public sector or other NGOs. It
is a continuous relationship, it is not always a must that they would work together all
the time, but at least the contact and the relationship will remain. NGOs have to keep it
up by always remaining in the same circles and networks and meeting in fairs and
conferences or in discussion groups. They have to stay connected. Relations and
knowledge management within the NGOs and externally with other NGOs or donors
improve relationships and help them operate more efficiently to enhance their services
(Smith and Lumba, 2008). Connections are critical to reach out for more service
providers, beneficiaries as well as donors. Sharing plans and different areas of interest
in events or conferences help NGOs transfer and brainstorm ideas together. Having a
communications department that is responsible for updating the NGOs’ database about
current or prospective partners or donors is very beneficial. This helps NGOs
understand the market conditions and the services offered from other entities. Sharing
this data among NGOs and donors mobilizes networking and strengthens collaborations
(Saeed et al., 2008). They can figure out if there is a deficiency in a specific area or a
need that has to be tackled and decide to offer some services to meet this need. Even
connections or partnerships with regulatory authorities can build trust relationships that
can enhance procedures or ease approvals. These ongoing relationships help NGOs to
generate funds from different sources, integrate their services and manage their projects
effectively.
4. Program’s Assessment
This section covers how NGOs assess the success of the programs offered. They depend
on women beneficiaries’ feedback on the trainers or the skills acquired or follow up
with them to check the progress they achieved in their lives after receiving funds or
finishing their trainings whether they got employed or started their businesses.
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NGOs assess their project’s success through evaluating beneficiaries’ feedback on
their services
According to the NGOs interviewed, every project has its own monitoring and
evaluation plan, where there are different tools to be able to assess the progress of
NGO’s projects and how much they achieved. There are indicators too to help them
measure their performance. A CEO noted,
“With each program, we usually have a monitoring and evaluation scheme, so
that we can measure results, we use questionnaires whether written or oral,
follow up with calls, sometimes visits, so basically we follow up on
beneficiaries feedback and usually collect it, but it is program based (…) we
wish we had the resources to conduct impact management for the NGO as a
whole (CEO, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

They follow up with beneficiaries especially those who took funding from the
NGO to ensure that they will be able to pay their debts. They offer their support if any
of these women were struggling in keeping up with managing their projects. A program
manager stated:
“We do the pre and post testing to evaluate the short term impact of trainings,
if they benefitted from us (…) the very challenging part is when we evaluate
the performance of their business after benefitting from our services. This is
usually done to the people who take loans or funds. We follow up with them for
a year if they were able to succeed in their business plan, if they have any
problems that we can help them with (…) they hesitate to share with us the
income they gain (Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

It is very effective to know the beneficiaries opinion about the services NGOs
provide. Some of the NGOs do not have the time or the resources to make a
comprehensive report about achievements of the NGO as a whole, so it is usually
project based. The feedback they collect help them implement any modifications to the
project and try to enhance it to benefit more people. They collect beneficiaries feedback
on the trainers from the midterm and final evaluations, what they learnt, the skills they
gained, they then assess if the women who received the trainings can actually do a
business plan or a financial model on their own. It is good to assess if these girls are
satisfied with the NGOs’ services. For those who took funds, when NGOs follow up
with them, they are not comfortable in sharing how much they gained every month, so
they usually check how many employees got hired, or if she used to work from home
and now she opened a shop. If they sent their children to school, or if they are investing
in home electrical appliances that they never owned. They assess the enhancement or
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the change that occurred to their business performance and its reflection on their life.
Studies showed that evaluating entrepreneurial activities’ performance refers to their
survival in the market, their growth in expanding their sales leading to an increase in
their income which creates surpluses in their revenues which can then be invested in
their businesses or enhancing their welfare (Rashid et al, 2015). This kind of follow up,
would increase the impact of these services to check if these girls actually started their
projects after completing their trainings and benefitted from the NGOs services.
Research has proved that this kind of follow up along with offering technical assistance
ensures that these women adopt better business practices and increase their sales
(Buvinić & O'Donnell, 2019). Whether they found a new job opportunity if the NGO
were preparing them for employability or started their own businesses. It would be
useful if they started conducting annual meetings for all the beneficiaries to check what
they have done with the services the NGOs offered to share their progress. Having a
Database for all the ladies beneficiaries, what they are skilled in and what they have
achieved to help them expand in case there was an opportunity or offer help or
employment opportunities for other women. However, evaluating the services offered
by NGOs through getting the beneficiaries feedback would actually help them assess if
these women actually gained the required skills to sustain their businesses and expand
their projects.
Following up with women beneficiaries
The main aspect that can assess the success of the offered programs is the continuity of
women beneficiaries’ projects even after NGOs’ funding stops or their employability
after completing their trainings. Investing in the human factor is key to sustainability.
Training women and providing them with all the needed skills is crucial for these
women’s continuity and success. Some may depend on the NGO financially or use the
NGO’s workspace, so if the NGO had to stop in providing them with these services,
they get affected. NGOs teach them skills that can help them continue so that efforts
invested would not go to vain. Then they follow up with them. A program manager
mentioned,
“Any project, has its own sustainability plan, to be honest, not all the projects
continue or are able to sustain themselves when the fund is finished.
Sometimes, you face problems. When the fund is over, the project ends or the
impact stops (…) we have to follow up with beneficiaries (…) the only
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sustainable project is the one when you invest in the skills of these women.
(Program manager, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.

NGOs ensure that they teach these women how to become financially stable so
that once the NGO funding is over, they would be capable of continuing their projects.
Another program manager stated:
“If they took a loan, we follow up with them till they repay all their debts. We
make sure that women are repaying installments from their project’s revenue.
We visit them or even call them on a monthly basis, they have to fill out a survey
to assess their situation. We offer business mentoring in case they needed
(Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

Transferring the knowhow of the basics of starting a business to women trainees
will help them gain the knowledge and continue their projects even if NGOs’ services
stop. Training women increases their chances to continue even after the project is done.
The challenge for NGOs is to mainstream these women’s projects even after their
support is not available. In impoverished areas, they work on enhancing women’s
capabilities and developing their skills that can even help them in their lives. Some
women may be left behind and some may become so successful. If these ladies are
struggling in the market, they can go back to the NGO and ask for mentoring. Some
women even after they repaid their loans, they want to expand their businesses, or they
may be facing problems that need further help, so NGOs offered mentoring and
couching services as well. NGOs usually follow up with women beneficiaries if they
took a loan to ensure their ability to repay their debts. Once the NGOs project is
finished, beneficiaries will have to continue working on their own. Women are
welcomed to contact the NGO for further support but it all goes back to the availability
of funds and the extent to which they can help. The sustainability of their projects
depends on the skills these women gained to stand on their feet and pursue their dreams.
The most beneficial trainings that can be offered to women to strengthen them are the
ones that develop their skills to enable them work and have an independent source of
income (NCW, 2017). The literature confirmed that in order to realize faster economic
growth, the services offered by NGOs should focus on developing women’s capabilities
and skills that match their business goals and help them maintain their projects’
continuity (Reynolds et al., 2001). Unfortunately, time and resources are needed to
assess the progress of women beneficiaries, it costs NGOs to follow up with all of them.
In order to ensure the success of their projects, they need to be aware of all the
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regulations, the market conditions and updated with the latest information and
communications technology to be able to compete.

C. The Awareness Domain
NGOs and women must be aware of all the rules and regulations in the business
environment. They should be aware of the market conditions as well as all the
advancements in the infrastructure that are being implemented to make use of all the
available opportunities.
1. The Institutional and Regulatory Framework
This section covers how NGOs and women can be affected by ‘the rules and the
regulations’ governing the business environment and shows how any changes in these
laws can affect NGOs’ abilities in offering their services. Moreover, it implies that
handicrafts and entrepreneurs keep countries floating in times of crisis. When countries
provide an encouraging environment for SMEs, NGOs will be able to deliver better
services for women beneficiaries to begin their start-ups.
NGOs and women entrepreneurs must be aware of all the laws and the regulations
The public sector governs and audits the work of NGOs through the Ministry of Social
Solidarity and the Financial Regulatory Authority. The ministry has to give them
approvals before starting any project or receiving any funds. These approvals used to
take a long time and that affected their projects. Some donors could not wait and NGOs
would lose funding. It is getting better and the government is trying to enhance the
process. NGOs are looking forward to completing approvals in less time so as not to
delay their services. A CEO noted:
“Usually anything you do with government, takes a bit more time than usual.
We all hope it goes quicker. It is a challenge that needs to be addressed because
it will make our lives easier for both of us. The public sector is not into
implementing, it is sort of like under the auspices of, it is just an umbrella for
things, more than actually involved (CEO, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

The laws that are issued to regulate all the activities of the NGOs may represent
a threat to them if there are changes in the rules and regulations that may cause delays
to get approvals or finish procedures. A project manager mentioned that approvals
required longer time, that had led to some delays. He stated that a new law (Law No.
149 0f 2019) was already issued and they were waiting for the executive regulations,
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“Threats in the external environment may be the changes of rules, regulations
and policies. But I don’t foresee it in the near future because we just have had
a new NGOs law (Law No. 149 of 2019) that’s going to be incorporated.
Unfortunately, approvals take from the duration of the project. Sometimes the
process of approvals can take a shorter time, if you have a good network or
better connections (…) Some donors cannot wait and invest their funds in other
countries (Project manager, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

Another program coordinator mentioned,
“We try to work with MSMEDA to overcome the long approvals procedures
when receiving funds from international donors. We then act like service
providers (…) In other times, we partner with local firms and they help us with
their connections to market and sell women’s products (Program coordinator,
interview in Cairo, June, 2020).

When approvals take longer time than expected, the project may be postponed.
Some donors cannot wait and in some circumstances, the funds may go to other
developing countries. If the procedures for acquiring approvals would take less time,
they will be able to move faster and impact people better. So they can implement more
programs. The public sector is usually less involved in NGOs work, but at the same
time, NGOs have to get approvals from the Ministry of Social Solidarity (MOSS) to
receive any funds from any donors. MOSS govern NGOs work. This is a very normal
process at the beginning of any project. Security approvals are essential especially if
there is an international donor, however, it may take a very long time and would affect
the project’s timeline. Sometimes, NGOs choose to work with semi-governmental
institutions like MSMEDA to avoid the long approvals process that is required from
international agencies. They work with them on a project, or take funding from them
and NGOs act as a service provider in some of their projects. NGOs are saying that it
is getting better and the process of getting approvals might be improving over the years.
Some NGOs prefer to work or partner with local private firms to overcome the
challenge of having to get approvals before receiving any funds from international
organizations and some depend on their connections and networks like umbrella NGOs.
The private sector is seen as a vital partner for NGOs. They offer funding and
employment opportunities for women beneficiaries, they have massive networks,
where they can help these women market their products and reach out for more
customers. They can offer their connections to sell women’s products on various online
platforms. This partnership will be of great value to both parties, the local firms will
encourage their employees to give back to their community as part of their social
responsibility and at the same time the NGOs will greatly benefit from all the support
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private firms offer. The Literature about women economic empowerment strategy in
Egypt confirms this, the development process depends on partnerships between the
government, the private sector, NGOs, research centers and citizens (NCW, 2017).
Therefore, NGOs must be aware of all the rules as well as women who must be updated
with all the regulations required to begin their start-ups. The presence of an automated
system where NGOs can apply electronically to get approvals would save the time,
efforts and would make the data accessible to all the involved authorities for their
approvals and have a record of the NGOs projects, partnerships and donors. Also,
designing an online platform to encourage women formalize their businesses is one of
the key goals that needs to be achieved as these projects turned out to have a great
impact when there is an economic crisis or a pandemic. Women entrepreneurs help
countries cope during economic fluctuations.
The entrepreneurship and the handicrafts sectors are very promising fields that
keep countries floating in times of crisis
Policies, laws and public governance regulations are supporting small and medium
enterprises as governments now realized that these kind of projects sustain the economy
during the time of crisis. The government of Egypt is now pushing women to participate
in the labor market. NGOs found that they need to encourage women to begin their
businesses, they realized that women can start their projects and have a source of
income that can boost the economy. Handicrafts represent a great opportunity for
women and it is not yet fully utilized. A CEO stated:
“The economy especially during the (Covid-19) pandemic, they discovered that
handicrafts are the ones that kept countries afloat. There is a huge interest in
this sector. There is a lot to do there and there are a lot of opportunities that
are being opened, there is always something to be done (CEO, interview in
Cairo, August, 2020)”.

A program manager confirmed how the government is encouraging women to
start working,
“The country is supporting small and medium enterprises. There is a direction
pushing and encouraging people to begin their start up projects. There are
many sectors that are still open and not saturated enough. People can start
working in these sectors like the different handicrafts or the environment sector
or any untouched sectors (Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

NGOs are working in the right sectors with correct segments like women, there
is huge opportunities particularly in the handicrafts, and now taking a huge fore front
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seat as it contains the highest amount of informal sector workers and employees.
Entrepreneurship again is a huge interest especially the startups and the new companies.
NGOs can utilize partnerships with others, create more dynamic programs and more
impact if the available rules and regulations would accommodate and ease these
partnerships. Working as an entrepreneur or in handicrafts gives women the chance to
have flexible hours, they can manage their time to try to make the work life balance.
These fields in particular are very suitable for women. Although they may represent
informal workers, but they realized that those are the ones who help countries survive
in times of crisis whether during an economic crisis or if there is a pandemic like Covid19. There are still vast opportunities and different fields who need unleashing. That is
why the government of Egypt is encouraging more women to start their projects and to
invest more in the economy. In the literature, it has been found that during times of
crisis, low and middle income households work more than higher income households.
Those who work in the informal sector do not have savings to lean on at the time of
unstable economic fluctuations that is why women in the informal sector participate
more in the labor market (Sabarwal et al., 2010). For example, in an economic crisis or
during a pandemic or in the time of political instability like in 2011 revolution, the
informal low income households keep working to sustain their source of income
(United Nations, 2011). Governments should give them the support needed and
formalize their projects especially that the handicrafts sector is not fully utilized and at
the same time suitable for women entrepreneurs. The policies should be designed to
help NGOs offer their services and also to support women beneficiaries begin their
start-ups easily and invest in their projects to expand their markets.
2. The Market Conditions
This section shows how ‘market conditions’ can affect the effectiveness of NGOs’
interventions. NGOs conduct community research to understand women beneficiaries’
needs in the market to design programs that can meet those needs. It then covers how
women’s limited networks may restrict their ability to expand their customer segments
in the market. Then, it highlights how the market, women and NGOs were affected by
the pandemic and that some challenges were intensified.
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A research study is done before designing the NGO program while involving
women in the data collection
NGOs must be fully aware of the market conditions. Projects initiated by NGOs are
based on research studies that they conduct to know the real needs of women and the
problems they face to try to help them or give them the needed support to solve these
problems by tackling the root causes of these problems. They can use different methods
whether the participatory rapid appraisal or through a market research. A program
manager stated:
“A Participatory rapid appraisal has to be done before any project. This kind
of community research that studies society gave us the idea of offering
programs that meet community needs and try to address their different
problems. This is where we came to the idea of offering projects for women
economic empowerment (Program manager, interview in Cairo, March,
2020)”.

NGOs can perform a logical framework or a theory of change, it depends on the
donor, another project manager noted:
“We started with a small market research about the handicrafts sold in
galleries in Cairo to know the handicrafts products that have high demand in
the market (…) Also, we have to perform the logical framework that has the
objectives, impact and the activities that we need to do to achieve the project’s
goals and the indicators that will help us assess what we have achieved (...)
Some donors ask for the theory of change that contains the activities, results,
outcome and impact (Project manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

NGOs projects are mainly designed to tackle a problem in the society. One of
the first key steps before any project, is studying the community and analyzing the
challenges they face. The participatory rapid appraisal is a research tool that helps you
find out the different problems facing the society by people’s participation and
analyzing these problems by tackling the real reasons or the causes of such problems.
This step is done to understand the market situation. When they found that there is a
demand in the market for handicrafts products, they decided to approach the women
who want to start their projects and guide them to achieve their goals. In order to be
effective, NGOs must ensure that they are including women’s opinion in their research
study. They should allow women to participate and express themselves when they are
collecting data. If the project was designed without the inclusion of women, it would
be of no use for these women and would negatively affect the effectiveness of the
services offered. NGOs should work on addressing the root cause of women’s problems
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to support them correctly. Studies proved that organizations that offer women’s services
should conduct market research to analyze women’s needs to be able to design
programs to meet these needs and enhance their ability to grow by tackling any of their
problems (The World Bank, 2018). The effectiveness of any of these programs depends
on how women were involved in the design and the planning of programs that are
offered by NGOs. Collecting the right data about women’s needs is essential when
designing services for them to increase the usefulness of such programs using the latest
innovative techniques (Cheston & Kuhn, 2002). The market research is done before the
project’s launch to have a clear picture of the market conditions and the products that
women entrepreneurs can sell through various networks.
Women struggle from their lack of networks and find difficulty in marketing their
products
After women are ready with their products, they face a hard time to market and sell
their products. This goes back to their less exposure compared to men. They do not
have the connections to reach out for customers. They struggle in marketing their
products due to their limited networks. A CEO said,
“There is always something about marketing and access to markets, because
usually women are not networked properly to be able to be in the decision
making or in the deal making scenes which again delays their progress and their
growth (…) There is an issue with pricing, they can’t price or cost, but that’s
with men and women (CEO, interview in Cairo, August, 2020)”.

A program coordinator stated that women find it difficult to expand their sales
due to marketing issues:
“For self employed women, they still struggle in marketing their products, and
maintaining a good quality that can compete in the market with good prices or
reach more clients outside the people they know who may not afford to buy their
products (…) some women have cultural restrictions which may prevent them
from dealing with customers (Program coordinator, interview in Cairo, March,
2020)”.

Women entrepreneurs want to reach more customers to buy their products in
order to expand their sales. The network around them is limited to their neighbors and
relatives. Women need to be aware of the market conditions and trade regulations.
Some of these women live in places where the people they know cannot afford to buy
their products or consider them luxury products like accessories or leather bags. Due to
the limited network, they usually have a problem with marketing their products and
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selling to clients outside the people they know. NGOs started training them on how to
have a page to sell their products as mentioned earlier on the use of social media and
they sometimes hold exhibitions for all their products and display them to compete with
other products in the market. NGOs help women to maintain a good quality product
with a competitive price to help them expand their networks. Research showed how
women have difficulty in finding markets to sell their products. They are not familiar
on how to know their target segment, or how to price or promote for their goods which
affects the survival and the continuity of their projects (Welsh et al., 2017). Some
women have restrictions in dealing with strangers or collecting money from end
customers especially in rural areas (Jayammal, 2012). If women entrepreneurs have
access to markets, funding and networks, they would succeed in increasing their sales
and expanding their businesses. NGOs role is to raise their awareness about any
mechanisms that can be used to market their businesses.
How women entrepreneurs and markets were affected by the pandemic
As much as everything else in the world, the Covid-19 pandemic affected NGOs’
projects, most of the services they offer were impacted. The instability of not knowing
what will happen next, made it very hard to plan ahead. Women’s sales were affected
too as their products are not basic products as people started minimizing costs which
was reflected on their kind of purchases, Program manager noted:
“Covid-19 made the whole situation unstable, we do not know if we should start
the marketing campaign for our projects, we are not sure when will we launch,
or how (…) Also, most of the hand made products women offer are considered
luxury products and not basic ones, so their sales were affected as people
started prioritizing their purchases (…) while some women entrepreneurs took
advantage of the situation and started producing face masks or shields
(Program manager, interview in Cairo, April, 2020)”.

Providing the NGO’s services online like the rest of the businesses was difficult.
Not all the beneficiaries can afford to buy the tools for e-learning. A program
coordinator mentioned:
“Not all the women whom we work with have access to the internet or can afford
to pay for it, so that they can attend online training sessions. Laptops is not an
option and not everyone has smart phones. The timeline of the project got
affected, you do not know what would happen next (…) the demand on these
women’s products decreased and so as their sales in the market (Program
coordinator, interview in Cairo, March, 2020)”.
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The pandemic stopped many people’s work including NGOs and women
entrepreneurs. Having to keep the social distancing and stay at home was a great
challenge for everyone. NGOs did not know whether to start the marketing campaign
of a new project or not as they did not know when they will launch it. Even the women
who had a project and were selling products using online platforms were still affected
as people were facing the same crisis and stopped buying luxury items like the jewelry
or leather products. As for the training sessions that were still ongoing, it was very
costly for some of the women to continue attending online or even understand how to
use different applications for online meetings. There were negative drawbacks that
affected NGOs interventions and women’s sales in the market. Evidence have showed
that female entrepreneurs who were specialized in handicrafts items were not able to
sell their products as people were buying their essential commodities only during the
pandemic (Sobhan and Hassan, 2020). On the other hand, those women who had online
pages where they can sell their products continued to market for them and pivoted their
products to take advantage of the situation, they started producing products that have
high demand during the pandemic like face masks or headbands for holding masks
(Manolova et al., 2020). Marketing and selling these products were done through online
platforms. This experience have taught everyone the importance of using technology.
This highlighted the significance of having a telecommunications infrastructure to
expand internet and mobile services in all areas in the country for both entrepreneurs
and most of the other businesses.
3. The Infrastructure
This section highlights how the available facilities in ‘the infrastructure’ affects the
effectiveness of NGOs’ programs including the physical infrastructure like roads and
different methods of transportation to help NGOs reach out for women living in rural
areas and support women beneficiaries in tackling mobility constraints, as well as the
information and communications technology that affects how NGOs can reach out for
more women in a much faster way and can help these women market and sell their
products much easier by using internet or online platforms.
Reaching out for far women beneficiaries living in rural areas is very costly
It is costly for NGOs to reach women who are in far rural areas or less educated. In
terms of logistics, it will cost them a lot and the commuting time will discourage both
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parties to exert any efforts. NGOs do not target the illiterate poor segment of women in
these programs as they do not have the needed capabilities and they do not have the
resources to target those who are living in far rural areas. A project manager noted,
“It is sometimes hard to work with the ultra-poor segment, they usually want to
satisfy their basic needs first before enhancing their skills. They will need more
financial resources and extended time for the project. That is why we work with
girls or women who are better off, residing in the area we serve or partner with
other NGOs or youth centers located near them (Project manager, interview in
Cairo, April, 2020)”.

They usually try to partner with other NGOs but still distance and cost represent
a challenge. A CEO stated,
“You cannot reach women in governorates as they do not commute. So shifting
your whole base into going into other areas to impact them is a challenge. And
it is costly. It costs you an arm and a leg to go and stay for 10 to 15 days to
finish a course or a training, so the challenge is about distance and cost for
NGOs to reach the rural women and the less educated (CEO, interview in Cairo,
August, 2020)”.

In far governorates, women beneficiaries find it more challenging because they
do not commute because of social and cultural limitations. NGOs partner with other
NGOs or youth organizations that are located in these far areas. Some have branches
and some have implementing partners to reach out to more vulnerable women.
Partnering with other small NGOs or youth organizations or public institutions might
solve the limitation of offering services to the women who can not commute and
enhance the effectiveness of the services offered (Bhatt and Tang, 2001).
Unfortunately, managing logistics is costly and requires resources. So, when NGOs
have limited resources, they exclude those who are living in far rural areas. That is why,
these women do not have the opportunity to enhance their skills as logically they would
not be capable of attending any training sessions due to their inability to travel and they
would be left behind as usually the trainings offered are very costly to be conducted in
areas that are far from NGOs branches. Mobility and time impact these women’s lives
and limit their choices (Mayoux, 2000). Studies have shown that demographical
location and sociological background affect the performance of entrepreneurs’
businesses as well as their access to infrastructure and business information (Brixiová,
Kangoye, & Said, 2020). The fact that they live in far populations, should not deprive
these women from benefiting from these programs. This shows how infrastructure
impacts NGOs in delivering their services. Interventions should reach out to more
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women who may be vulnerable or live in impoverished areas. This can only happen if
the ICT infrastructure is properly built in far rural areas and women have access to the
internet and can actually benefit from NGOs services by attending trainings online.
Using physical transportation methods is very costly for NGOs so they either partner
with other NGOs or depend on offering their services remotely through online
platforms. There is evidence that weak governance and limited networks in some of the
local NGOs slow their market penetration to reach women who are residing in far places
and the availability of funds hinders them from enabling these women to grow and
expand their projects (World Bank, 2018). Also, service providers in rural areas are
scarce, so women usually cannot find any help if they have talents and want to transform
them into projects (Ayadi et al., 2018). Unfortunately, most of NGOs services fit
women who are already privileged with education, wealth and skills. It will need more
resources to serve women who are living in remote areas (Mayoux, 2000). Living in
remote poor locations creates a barrier that limits the access to information or skills.
Having an efficient infrastructure whether physical or digital would enable these
women benefit from NGOs services and would facilitate their access to expand their
markets and reach more customers. ICT infrastructure would help NGOs expand their
programs to reach out for more women.
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VI. Concluding Remarks and Recommendations
A. Concluding Remarks
This study explored the different women employment and entrepreneurship programs
offered by NGOs in Egypt that aims to empower them economically. Women economic
empowerment is crucial for reducing unemployment, eradicating poverty and achieving
future economic growth (World Bank, 2018). In accordance to this, the aim of this
research is to examine the interventions offered to support women to become
economically independent along with the factors in the business environment that may
affect the effectiveness of these interventions.
The problem lays at the obstacles women face when they become an
entrepreneur or an employee. Access to financial resources, their qualifications, skills
and knowledge, cultural norms limit these women from participating in the labor
market. This study aims to identify the types of services offered by NGOs to help
women participate in the labor market. According to the literature, women are an
unutilized resource in Egypt and NGOs efforts are not well synchronized. The
significance of this study lays in the holistic approach of addressing the concept of
women empowerment through the services provided by NGOs, the constraints NGOs
address and the factors that impact program’s effectiveness. This was conducted
through a qualitative research design and a conceptual framework about
entrepreneurship and another about women empowerment, in-depth interviews, and
secondary sources review.
The National Strategy for the Empowerment of Egyptian Women 2030 was
developed by the NCW. The main aim was to support women to enhance their
capacities and skills to reach their full potential to be able to increase their engagement
in the labor force and add value to the country’s economic growth. The strategy
confirmed the essential role of NGOs in supporting women and offering
entrepreneurship and employment programs. The government of Egypt wants to help
women overcome the barriers they face when they begin their start-ups or get
employed. There is a political will to support women economic empowerment, but there
is no tool to measure the results or the impact of NGOs’ services. Women’s financial
inclusion is one of Egypt’s national objectives. Enhancing women’s skills and training
them to increase their opportunities to become employed or become entrepreneurs is
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key to their success and learning. When women do not have a source of income as they
are not employed, their consumption and spending will drastically decrease, so they
will never invest in themselves nor invest in businesses to begin their startups.
The main research question of this study, explores the different women
employment or entrepreneurship interventions offered by NGOs in Egypt to empower
them economically. This led to understanding the constraints NGOs address when they
offer their services. These services were categorized into access to assets, finance and
innovation assets that represented strategic resources needed to help women participate
in the labor market. Then, exploring how they target beneficiaries, screen applicants,
manage relations and assess programs. The last question is about the factors that affect
NGOs programs represented in regulations, market conditions and infrastructure.
In the literature, women’s economic empowerment revolved around providing
women to take control over resources and offering them with financial services or
trainings to be able to become entrepreneurs or employed. Research studies concluded
that the main challenges they faced were mobility, balancing between work and family
responsibilities, cultural norms, inequality in accessing credit services, skills, and
technology as well as reaching markets to sell their products due to their limited
networks. In order to overcome all these obstacles, services and solutions must be
offered to give them access to what they need, to make use of all the available talents
in the society. NGOs provide various comprehensive interventions based on women’s
needs to guarantee the effectiveness of these programs.
The analysis in this study of employment and entrepreneurship programs
offered by NGOs in Egypt follows the conceptual framework of women’s
empowerment developed by the Center for Women’s Empowerment & Gender
Equality in India along with another framework developed by OECD for SME and
Entrepreneurship Outlook in 2019. The framework is divided into the access domain
which represents the services offered by NGOs to give women the access to financial
resources, skills and innovation assets. Then, the opportunities domain which
represents NGOs interventions for women to increase their chances in joining the labor
market. Then finally, the awareness domain that represents the laws and regulations
that NGOs and women must be aware of along with the market conditions and the
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infrastructure covering any constraints that impede NGOs from working on their
projects.
This study is guided by a qualitative research design as the study is exploratory
to learn more about NGOs interventions. Data collection included semi-structured
interviews with NGOs’ CEOs, managing directors, project managers and staff members
working in these NGOs. The interviewees were chosen based on their positions as they
have been working very closely with women beneficiaries on projects that offer
entrepreneurship or employment opportunities for women. Purposeful sampling
approaches guided the interviewee selection process as they had expertise in the
services offered and the challenges NGOs address. All ethical considerations were
implemented in this study. The limitations of this study is collecting data during the
pandemic as interviews were conducted online. Also, the possibility that interviewees
were biased to their organizations and could be answering the right answers to impress
the interviewer. Moreover, the difficulty to generalize the findings considering the
small sample size although triangulation was conducted to compare the findings with
the literature.
The analysis followed the thematic categories of the conceptual framework. For
the Access domain to the strategic resources, NGOs offer micro-financing services for
start-ups by giving loans to these women and training them on how to manage their
projects financially to ensure that they will repay their debts. Unfortunately,
microfinance initiatives are still limited in Egypt compared to the population (The
Ministry of Social Solidarity, 2018). Although, microfinance has been recognized to
help reduce gender inequality and eradicate poverty. There are still some women who
are hesitant to take loans, and for those who accept funds, some actually take the money
to start their businesses and some do not invest them in any projects and there is no
mechanism to assess if they really lost the money after investing in their projects or
funds were not used in business purposes in the first place. Even their lack of official
existence in the formal system deprive them from benefiting from any services. The
absence of a national identification card excludes them from exercising any rights.
Therefore, NGOs started helping these women acquire their identification cards. This
will be an essential tool to trace the beneficiaries of the programs offered.
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For the skills training, NGOs tend to train women on handicrafts due to the
various talents of women. They tend to teach them very common handicrafts ranging
from accessories, leather bags and embroidery products. They provided them with
trainings on how to price their products efficiently. There are some untouched segments
in the Egyptian authentic handicrafts sector. Workshops should accommodate women’s
preferences and new talents to overcome market saturation. Moreover, NGOs offered
women with business ethics, computer and language courses along with soft skills
trainings to equip them to manage their enterprises or become employed. Some of these
women lacked the needed skills or experience to deal with customers. Education is the
first stage in developing skills and teaching ethics. NGOs started working with women
to change their mindsets about themselves by offering life skills trainings. The main
goal was to boost their self-esteem to be able to express themselves and better
communicate their needs which is reflected on their decision making skills. NGOs
found that these kind of skills enhancement programs positively impact both their lives
and their businesses.
With regards to innovation assets. Women struggled to price or market their
products. They helped them create e-stores to market for their products or even sell
through the NGOs platforms. They encouraged women to use the social media to
expand their market segment. This technology helped NGOs to reach out for more
women. The problem lies with the fact that access to innovation and technology
depends on women’s education and wealth (World Bank, 2018). That is why, not all
women entrepreneurs are fortunate enough to sustain their projects due to their limited
access to technology or internet, so they struggle to market or sell their products.
Overall, NGOs programs are proved successful when they take a holistic
approach and offer bundled programs, where they offer technical support through skills
training, mentorship through coaching and funding through loans to attain effective
results. In general, working in groups has a higher impact on the society and is cost
effective as the same service is offered to many women who have the same needs. There
is a need to track the economic empowerment efforts and women’s inclusion projects.
Many of the exerted efforts are wasted or duplicated because of the absence of an
adequate database for all the NGOs and the services they offer along with the women
who benefited from these services.
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Turning to the opportunities domain, which represents the interventions that are
offered for women economic empowerment through their employment or through
supporting them to start their projects. The main aim is to ensure that women can benefit
from these interventions. Targeted beneficiaries are affected by donors’ interests. The
source of funding usually directs NGOs in offering their services or choosing their
target segments. The lack of coordination between different NGOs and donors have led
to un-orchestrated efforts (Barsoum, 2006). Moreover, if donors decide to stop funding
women, the services offered will be negatively affected. Even the programs offered,
determine the criteria for choosing women beneficiaries. Some programs are designed
to cater for well-educated graduates and some cater for those who have business ideas
or projects they want to implement. This excludes some women who might not be
educated or creative enough to come up with entrepreneurial initiatives. This proves
how the level of education impacts the future choices of various women and how
investments in human basic endowments are critical for these women to realize their
full potential (Herrfahrdt-Pähle & Rodenberg, 2012). No one should be left behind.
That is why, the lack of coordination between NGOs can lead to the exclusion of some
of the women who might need similar services.
Before starting any program, NGOs conduct a screening process for applicants
to ensure they match the criteria they are looking for. This assessment is done to figure
out what these women are searching for and evaluate if the programs that will be
implemented will meet their needs. In order not to waste NGOs time or resources, they
do this screening to determine the seriousness of the applicants. The limitation of this
step, is the absence of a unified database for all women beneficiaries where NGOs can
at least identify if any of the applicants have just benefited from similar services or
received any funds from other NGOs as well as their commitment in repayment or if
they actually started a business after benefiting from such programs. Furthermore,
NGOs start with a pilot to test any of their programs on a smaller scale. The pilot is
done to implement any needed amendments to improve programs. The presence of an
online exchange of knowledge platform between NGOs would help them share their
experience and learn from each other or they might be offering the same services and
consider working together to complement the efforts exerted to integrate activities.
As for managing relations in the development field, NGOs always stay
connected to make use of any prospective partnerships. Collaborations between NGOs
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and donors will magnify the impact of the services offered. The lack of time and
resources to hold events or conferences for NGOs to connect, are negatively affecting
their integration. Collaboration and coordination between the public and the private
sectors along with NGOs would help offer complementary services for women where
the output from their partnerships would be much greater if their efforts were done on
their own. Creating partnerships between the private sector and the civil society is key
to recognize the goal of women economic empowerment. Women entrepreneurs have
true potential and should be better exploited by supporting them and addressing their
needs.
With regards to assessing their programs, NGOs tend to check beneficiaries’
feedback about their services. They collect this feedback pre, during and post the
trainings. They measure women’s satisfaction to apply changes if needed. It is very
hard to measure the impact of the services offered, it needs time and resources. When
NGOs follow up with beneficiaries, women hardly share the amounts of revenues they
achieved. This is why, NGOs just assess the changes that happened to them whether
sending their children to schools or buying electrical appliances or opening a shop and
employing staff. It revolves around how their income increased to invest in their
business and welfare (Rashid et al, 2015). The main challenge is the sustainability of
these women’s projects once the NGO’s funding stops. Therefore, NGOs focus on
enhancing these women’s skills and teaching them how to become financially
independent and manage their projects. They follow up regularly with women
beneficiaries, but it is costly to measure the change that occurred to these women in
order to assess the impact of NGOs’ services, but this is due to the limited NGOs’ time
and resources.
Turning to the awareness domain in the business environment, the first pillar is
the institutional and regulatory framework. NGOs have to acquire approvals from
different entities before receiving any funds or starting any projects. The rules that are
guiding the approvals process has to be easy, simple and clear. NGOs should be aware
of the rules and regulations governing the whole system. The main obstacle that can
delay their work, is the long duration to finish the required approvals as well as any
changes that can come up and affect their progress. Moreover, studies have proved that
SMEs sustain a county’s economy during an economic crisis or a pandemic. The
entrepreneurship field is suitable for women as they can organize their time to balance
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between their work and life commitments. There are still untouched promising fields
that can push countries to survive in times of a pandemic. Therefore, regulations and
laws should support SMEs and adopt gender responsive policies to meet women’s
needs to help them formalize their businesses and expand their projects.
Regarding the market conditions pillar, it all starts when NGOs conduct a
research study to examine women’s problems or needs to determine the types of
services needed. Then after women start their projects, they have to be aware of the
market situation to be able to know the products on demand and then market and sell
them. One of the main constraints that women face is reaching customers due to their
limited networks. They struggle to market their products and compete with other
producers as they struggle to expand their market segment or enhance their quality.
Furthermore, the pandemic intensified the challenges and made it more difficult as
consumers started sticking to basic essential commodities which affected women
entrepreneurs’ sales. Even NGOs services got affected in offering their services or
conducting their trainings or funding due to the uncertainty that occurred. On the other
hand, some women took advantage and started producing and selling high demand
products during that time like masks or face shields. Still women who could not access
the internet struggled to be able to cope with the new model, this proves the significance
of technology and ICT infrastructure.
As for the infrastructure pillar, women face different challenges like time and
mobility. Service providers and resources are scarce in rural areas, which makes it more
difficult for NGOs to reach out for women who are residing there. Location barriers
and limited access to the internet impede women from benefiting from NGOs’ services
and starting their projects. That is why, some NGOs started partnering with other NGOs
located in rural areas to try to reach out for less educated and poorer women who are
living in far places. These partnerships can actually help them in supporting vulnerable
women. Although there are efforts exerted to enhance infrastructure in Egypt especially
the roads and the transportation system, still it is costly for NGOs to travel to other
governorates. Moreover, the mobile or internet services are not widely spread in every
area in Egypt. So, developing the whole infrastructure will enhance the services offered
by NGOs and connect women to markets.

85

B. Policy Recommendations
Based on the analysis on women employment and entrepreneurship interventions
offered by NGOs and the constraints that NGOs address, there are some
recommendations that can minimize the obstacles they are challenged with. The
following are some possible improvements to the above mentioned constraints
addressed to have a more effective impact. The recommendations are guided by the
same conceptual framework and the findings related to access, opportunities and
awareness domains.
1. Access Domain
Introduce and develop more employment and entrepreneurship programs tailored to
women to overcome all the challenges they face from commuting time or cultural
restrictions. Expand the Egyptian’s government programs for women economic
empowerment and partner with NGOs for execution. Give access to women to smart
funding by expanding micro financing and providing incentives to banks to offer
financial products specifically for women entrepreneurs to overcome the collateral
problem so that their projects would grow and at the same time for NGOs to trace where
the funds were invested.
For the skills training, education should include skills learning beside the
academics. Teach the hands-on experience subjects in schools for both girls and boys
to learn to do all the jobs that are traditionally associated with a certain gender. If
workshops were provided to both without any stereotyping where boys can be trained
and attend cooking and house management subjects and girls too attend agriculture,
maintenance and carpentry subjects. Even in universities, they would find technical and
vocational training beside their academic subjects offered for both genders. These
programs would teach youth the technical knowhow and counsel them in order to
expand their choices and enhance their skills if they want to start their projects or get
employed to have an independent source of income and contribute to the economy’s
growth.
Invest in solutions or services offered to substitute the care work provided by
women to children or elders that are affordable to all segments in the society and of
good decent quality. If this burden was lifted from women’s shoulders, they will be able
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to work, grow their businesses and prove themselves. Working from home that was
enforced during the pandemic or working for flexible hours proved that organizations
can be task oriented rather than time oriented and that would save commuting time and
transportation costs. Technology saved most of the businesses during the pandemic.
Internet helped people stay connected. Building a database that connects all NGOs will
ensure the effectiveness of their services to enable the Ministry of Social Solidarity
track all registered NGOs offering similar programs, the approved projects and the
services offered, their duration, the funds invested, and the beneficiaries to measure the
impact of the efforts exerted.
2. Opportunities Domain
NGOs programs should be available to everyone regardless what the donors’ interests
are or the targeted segments. It should cater to women’s needs. The key to the success
of any of the programs offered is social enterprising. NGOs should offer services that
generate money to maintain their sustainability and become independent as well as
women beneficiaries. The public sector should support any of the women who might
be excluded. The mechanism that can be used to coordinate and monitor the different
services offered is through creating a database for all the NGOs that offer women
economic empowerment services mentioned above. This enables the regulatory
authority to track the current projects NGOs are working on and coordinate between
other NGOs so as not to duplicate efforts and determine deficiencies where other types
of services should be offered. Moreover, to track the beneficiaries’ names by their
national identification number to ensure efficiency, assess the impact of these projects,
and monitor the credit given to them as well as the progress they achieved.
Data Production and dissemination should be one of the priorities to exchange
knowledge between NGOs. Hold exhibitions for different NGOs or women
entrepreneurs in an attempt to facilitate data sharing about empowering women
economically and strengthening their networks for prospective partnerships. Capacity
building efforts should be done to improve the staff, trainers and mentors who are
working in NGOs. Introduce a reward to the most efficient NGO in benefiting women
in terms of what has been achieved by women beneficiaries. Create more partnerships
between the private, public sectors and the civil society to implement new ideas. All
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this would positively impact the effectiveness of NGOs programs for women
entrepreneurs.
3. Awareness Domain
Although economic empowerment for women is on the national agenda in Egypt,
women are still struggling. Innovative solutions will have to be applied to accommodate
women’s needs. In order to enable women participate in the labor market, effective
legislations and policies need to be designed and implemented. Build a user friendly eplatform for entrepreneurs to register easily and formalize their businesses. Offer
incentives for women entrepreneurs to register their projects and formalize them.
Alleviate any taxation responsibilities in the first couple of years for SMEs to decrease
the financial burden and give them the chance to grow and develop, even connect them
with export channels to expand their businesses or hold more international exhibitions
to display their products or build e-platforms for marketing their products without the
presence of intermediaries that can sell their products with high prices. Implement
policies that enhance the informal economy conditions where most poor women work.
Increase employment opportunities for women and youth to contribute to the country’s
economic growth. The government of Egypt should ensure that laws and policies are
gender responsive to meet women’s different needs.
The Ministry of Social Solidarity should have a record for all beneficiaries and
analyze it by gender to be able to monitor the impact or the performance of the
investments that were done for women economic empowerment to measure the value
added by NGOs. Disseminate information about women economic empowerment
services where women would be aware of them in different governorates especially
those in rural areas. Share more successful stories about women entrepreneurs on social
media to promote about NGOs achievements to reach out for more women and
encourage them to work and begin their startups.
Establish expert-led platforms for women owned businesses in every field to
market for their products. This can happen if there was a great investment in the
telecommunications infrastructure to enable women access mobiles, internet and even
make online financial transactions. Investing in the infrastructure is crucial to overcome
the transportation barrier and commuting constraints. The presence of a connected
digitalized platform would ensure control and accountability on various NGOs. Raise
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women’s awareness on all the services offered by NGOs that can support them to
become economically independent to benefit from these services and participate in the
country’s economic growth.
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Annex
Interview Guide:
-How did you start your organization? What gave you the idea of starting this
foundation? Why did you take this initiative to help women?
كيف بدأت مؤسستك؟ ما الذي أعطاك فكرة بدء هذه المؤسسة ؟ لماذا أخذت هذه المبادرة لمساعدة النساء؟
-What are the key services you offer to women to empower them economically?
ما هي الخدمات الرئيسية التي تقدمها للنساء لتمكينهم اقتصاديا؟
-What are the most critical needs or the struggles/ challenges women face? How do
you choose beneficiaries?
 التحديات التي تواجهها النساء؟كيف يتم اختيار المستفيدين؟/ما هي أهم االحتياجات أو المشاكل
-What do you do to empower them economically, socially or legally? How do you
measure your programs’ effectiveness?
ماذا تفعل المؤسسة لتمكين النساء اقتصاديًا أو اجتماعيًا أو قانونيًا؟ كيف يتم قياس مدي فعالية برامجكم؟
-What are the challenges NGO face when working with women?
ما هي التحديات التي تواجهها المؤسسة عند العمل مع النساء؟
-From the organization’s perspective, What are the challenges that women face
when they start working on their own projects?
 ما هي التحديات التي تواجهها النساء عند البدء في مشروعات خاصة بهن؟،من وجهة نظر المؤسسة
-Can you please share some success stories that benefited from your foundation?
هل يمكن أن تتحدث عن بعض قصص النجاح التي استفادت من مؤسستك؟
-Do you have any impact on the policies that encourage women to participate in the
labor market?
هل لديك أي تأثير على السياسات التي تشجع المرأة علي المشاركة في سوق العمل؟
-Are there any new laws that were passed lately that helped empower women or
increase their participation in the labor force?
هل هناك أي قوانين جديدة صدرت مؤخرا وساعدت في تمكين المرأة أو زيادة مشاركتها في القوى العاملة؟
-How do you plan to expand your services to reach more women in the future?
How do you manage your relations for prospective collaborations?
كيف تخطط لتوسيع خدماتك للوصول إلى المزيد من النساء في المستقبل؟ كيف تتم ادارة العالقات لتنسيق
تعاون محتمل؟
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